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Chapter
One



Mara lay in bed, staring at the ceiling as dawn crept closer, her thoughts a chaotic storm she couldn’t calm. She no longer had the cold, precise control over her mind that came with being a vampire—her human emotions surged, raw and unrestrained. But there was no time to untangle them now.

She might be mortal again, free from the oath that would have reduced her to ash if she defied Lord Noloris. But he expected her to deliver herself into magical servitude by sunset. Worse, he believed the oath would already be in place when the sun rose—just two hours from now.

Sitting up in bed and feeling weak, she frowned. This was going to be her new normal. Weakness.

She really didn’t like that feeling, but like many things, it was out of her control.

And that was the thing she held onto.

Control what you can. Do what you must. She repeated the thought like a mantra.

Taking her staff, she tried to get out of bed, only to have Onaris stop her.

“Hang on! We just spent hours healing you, and you want to leave before we even make sure everything is okay?”

Frowning, Mara asked, “I thought you already determined everything was fine. You healed me, didn’t you?”

Master Healer Dena spoke up next, “You’ve just been through major trauma. Even if you are physically whole now, that had to take its toll. We have Healers of the mind who can help you readjust to this new life. They don’t necessarily use magic, but they can ease you into the transition to life as a mortal.”

Mara shook her head. “You don’t understand. It’s not over yet. I can change my appearance and create a new identity, but Noloris, the crime boss of this city, will still be hunting for Mara, and if he digs too deeply, it could put Toman, Dunc, and even you in danger.”

Margra Athne spoke up for the first time, “No, dear. Not even Noloris would bother the Healers Guild or its members. Doing so would draw heat down upon his petty little sandbox that would burn him to a crisp. We may not be the most powerful or influential guild, but everyone on Greymantle needs us, and no one would tolerate anyone who harmed us.”

She had to admit that the ancient Master Healer had a point. “But that doesn’t help everyone else I care about. My point stands. I have two hours to make him believe I died tonight, before the oath could take effect at sunrise.”

Toman looked worried, but Onaris looked thoughtful. “What did you have in mind?”

Mara was winging it, but she had given it some thought in the lucid moments.

“I need to fake my death, and it needs to happen in front of witnesses and it needs to be believable.”

That seemed nearly impossible in the short time they had before sunrise, but there were some incredibly smart people in the room.

Toman spoke up first. “I will call my Illusionist friend, the one who made your disguise items. He can make an absolutely believable scene.”

Dena spoke up. “You need witnesses. Somewhere public, but where they won’t be able to dig too deeply into the scene after the fact.”

Mara immediately knew the answer to that. “The Dragon Inn. The arena there is under the owner’s control, and even Noloris’ people tread lightly around that Dwarf. If he bars them from investigating, they won’t gainsay him.”

Onaris asked, “What about witnesses, though? It’s early morning, would there even be anyone there to witness?”

This time it was Dena who had the answer. “That’s easy. Just announce it, and invite anyone in the common room to watch you walk into the sun. This close to sunrise, the morning crowd will be trickling in for breakfast by the time we can get there.”

It warmed Mara’s heart that these people were going out of their way to help save her future, after spending the night saving her life.

“That could work. But how will I do it? Wouldn’t the oath automatically force me to save myself since that would be against Noloris’ wishes?” That was the piece of the puzzle she hadn’t figured out. If the oath activated at sunrise, how would she commit suicide? That would break the vow.

Toman came to the rescue. “No, it would try to force you, but you could resist and fight it. It would be sheer agony, but someone with a strong enough will could last long enough for the sunlight to do its work. Blaize can make the illusion so convincing that you’ll flinch from watching yourself die.”

It was Margra Athne who pointed out the one thing none of them considered. “Are you sure Zakkarius Ironeater will allow you to use his inn for this purpose? He is notorious for not putting up with foolishness.”

That made Mara flinch. Even with the case of mistaken identity, she couldn’t be sure he would go along with it.

In the end, she shrugged, “All we can do is try. Worst comes to worst, we can do it in the street outside. Noloris would be able to investigate, but Blaize could have an illusory servant come out and use Cleaners to wipe the street of any evidence.”

Toman nodded. “I’ve already called him. He’s not happy about being woken up; he only got to sleep an hour ago, but he’ll be there and be prepared.”

He added, “You’ll owe him. He won’t do something like this cheap.”

Mara waved that concern off. She had plenty of gold left for now. Enough to start a new life on and build a new identity, even after paying off the Illusionist.

“Fine. Then I suppose I need to get to the Dragon and get prepared. I’ll have to go alone, since it wouldn’t make sense to bring anyone to commit suicide.”

Toman didn’t look happy about letting her out of his sight. “Fine, but after this is all over, you’re coming home with me. I might not have the universal love that the Healers have, but I’m considered pretty untouchable among the criminal class. Besides, they don’t know we are associated. Regardless, I’ll be right behind you. I’ll use my own disguise and be one of the crowd of witnesses.”

He wasn’t alone. Both Onaris and Dena spoke up as well, saying they would go with Toman to ensure everything went smoothly.

Dena groused, “I didn’t spend all this work tonight only to have you get yourself killed for lack of a healer. We’ll be there as well.”

Tears threatened to well up in her eyes, but she swiped them away. I don’t have time for that!

Onaris waved his hands in a ‘stop’ gesture. “Hang on. I want one more scan just to make sure you are healthy and that there aren’t any surprises. This is completely uncharted waters after all. I don’t think there has ever been a vampire that has become mortal again.”

Mara reluctantly agreed, worried about how little time was left.

It only took him a moment, but the frown on his face stopped her in her tracks.

“What is it?”

The Master Healer shook his head. “Nothing to be concerned over, but your compatibility with mana is astonishing. I think it might even exceed the normal maximum. We’ll have to run more tests once this is all over. Speaking of which, you should come back after you’ve gotten a day or two of rest, and I can help you change your appearance permanently. That way, you won’t have to ever worry about your disguise failing and people seeing Mara alive.”

She flinched at the memory of how painful it had been to use temporary disguise items to physically change her appearance once before. She wasn’t looking forward to that now that she was mortal. Being a vampire had granted her a high pain tolerance, but now ....

“Thank you for the offer. I will take you up on that, but now I must go. I will see you all at the Inn.”

Her stomach rumbled loudly, and she blushed.

Dena patted her on the back. “We’ll have breakfast together after the show.”

Everyone rose except the elderly Master Healer.

Mara took a moment as she was walking out the door to turn and show the guild leader respect by giving her a deep bow. “Thank you, Master Margra.”

The old woman gave her a motherly smile and waved a frail hand to shoo her away.

After that, she hurried outside–one last time as Mara D’Argon.

Poor Dunc had been waiting outside on pins and needles, not knowing whether she had lived or died, and now she felt guilty for not messaging him sooner. Still, she didn’t have time to worry right now.

“Let’s get to the Dragon Inn. I need to be there at least fifteen minutes before sunrise, but not too much earlier.”

That was not so urgent as the trip from the Undercity to the Healer’s guild, so the Transporter mage set a fast but not dangerous pace.

While they rode, Mara ensured there were no remote seeing spells spying on them, and filled Dunc in on the plan, but that she would be fine.

Her new persona would have to avoid him for a while since Laris and possibly others had seen Mara using him as a driver. It was unlikely that they would watch him, but best to be safe.

The sky was already beginning to lighten when the cart pulled up before the Dragon’s mouth. Mara made sure her face looked grim as she entered, knowing that Noloris had spies in the inn who would spot her.

She couldn’t see any vampires present, but then her enhanced senses were no more, so a dozen of them could have been spread among the patrons, and she might miss them.

It didn’t matter if there were spies; that would only make the scene more believable.

Walking up to Zak, who was thankfully standing in his usual place, she asked, “Can I speak with you privately for a moment?”

He was a sharp one and saw that something was up before she even approached, so he nodded for her to step behind the bar and led her into the kitchens.

She marvelled again at this Dwarf who even crime bosses respected, if not feared. He really did look like some kind of Dwarven royalty or something with his bright shining gold buttons and accessories, and his fine silk and leather clothing.

One of these days, she needed to get his story. Not to mention figuring out why he was mistaking her for someone else.

When he indicated that she could speak freely, she quickly laid out what she needed.

For a long moment, he looked like he would say no, but finally he said, “You know I don’t like you involving me in your games, but to tweak that pompous vampire’s nose, I’ll allow it.”

He looked at the back of his bracer and must have seen something, because he said, “Five minutes till sunrise. Are your people in place?”

Mara used her speech stone, and Toman confirmed that Blaize the Illusionist was in the arena.

“When you enter, just keep walking and come sit in the audience right next to Blaize. To the audience, it will appear that you walk out into the sand. They won’t see the real you from the moment you enter the arena gate.”

She said thanks and then took a deep breath and let it out slowly to calm the pounding of her heart. Then she nodded to the Dwarf.

He led her back out to the common room, then practically shoved her out from behind the bar, shouting, “I don’t care what you do on the sands of the arena, if you die, that’s your problem, I’ll take the cleanup costs out of your deposit! And don’t bother coming back if you fail. You won’t be welcome here!”

That drew a lot of attention, and she was so surprised by his improvisation that she sputtered for a moment, then drew herself up and snarled, “I won’t fail! I’ll see the sunrise from the arena sands, and you can keep the damned coins and any of my things, too! I won’t have any use for them anymore!”

If Zak was going to play it up and help her gather the audience, then far be it from her to refuse the assist.

She stalked grimly and deliberately toward the side door through which she could find her way to the courtyard and the arena outside.

Sure enough, a dozen or more random patrons rose to follow, after a disguised Toman, Onaris, and Dena loudly said they would go to the arena to see what this was all about.

Bless them even if their acting wasn’t perfect! she thought. It had opened the flood gates and convinced others that there must be something interesting about to happen.

Blaize was already seated in the front row and, believe it or not, there were three or four others present, drinking and chatting. When she arrived, she stood in the gate for a long moment as if working up her courage, but really so that the Illusionist would have a good, long look at her before she entered. She even turned her back as if thinking of leaving, playing up Mara’s final moments for the audience that was following.

The sun was only a minute or two from rising over the buildings. The sky was already bright with light that Mara instinctively feared after one hundred years as a vampire.

Still, she squared her shoulders and walked in as if going to the arena, instead moved over to sit beside Blaize.

Mara saw herself walk grimly into the sand-filled ring. It was a strange sight to see oneself that way. Was she really that hard around the eyes? She had always seen herself as having more humanity than most vampires who had grown jaded and callous, but the sight before her said otherwise. Or maybe that was Blaize’s embellishment.

She whispered quietly, “Will it mess anything up if I change my appearance now?”

Blaize didn’t look at her; he was staring with intense concentration at the arena, but he did give a slight nod of his head.

That’s all she needed. She became the scarred mercenary that was one of the disguises this Illusionist had helped enchant for her. Soon, the invisibility over her faded slowly as people filed in and began to take seats to witness the unusual spectacle.

Before them, Mara stood in the middle of the arena and looked to the horizon.

One of the strangers from the common room yelled out. “What’s this all about? My breakfast should be ready soon.”

Bless the impatient man.

It gave ‘Mara’ the perfect opportunity to make a statement.

“Noloris, the crime lord, forced me to swear an oath that makes me no better than a slave. I’ve served one master before, and I’ll never be a slave again! I’d rather die than go back to that.”

The worker who had spoken up looked concerned now. “You don’t have to die. Just run away, or go to the City Watch for help!”

Others echoed him.

The sun was already lighting up the tops of the broken manor house as its rays descended toward her like doom itself.

Or hope.

Even the real Mara felt moved, hidden as she was, disguised as one of the crowd.

The fake Mara declared, “He bound me with an oath written onto my bones. It prevents me from fleeing or doing anything against his will. As soon as the rays of the sun touch me, I’ll be forced to obey his every whim.”

“I’d rather die! Even now, the oath is trying to assert itself and make me take shelter from the sun.”

The Mara on the sands visibly struggled with herself as the last seconds ticked by.

The crowd became more agitated, the worker calling for someone to do something.

Mara called out, “Do not approach, you will be injured as fire consumes me. I am a vampire and I will embrace the sun!”

It was a little over the top in the real Mara’s opinion, but judging by the reactions of the crowd, it was working.

And then…

The rays of the sun struck the illusion.

And then the fake Mara struggled to hold her place against the compulsion and survival instincts. Finally, the illusion burst into flame so intense that the audience felt it from fifty feet away.

At the same time, the real Mara experienced sunlight for the first time in over a century. Its warm, gentle rays touched her face, and she broke down into tears, sobbing for something she had longed for so many times, but thought she’d never experience again. She had always told herself she didn’t miss it like all the whiny vampires who pined for it so loudly and pathetically, but now…

The truth burned away the lie like the rays of the sun destroyed the illusion of herself.

She wasn’t sure if she was crying for her lost life as a vampire, a life she had truly embraced, or for joy at feeling the sun, or for the feeling of being adrift and without a purpose. Everything had felt so clear before when she was undead. The world was full of bad guys and good guys, and she was a warrior trying to right wrongs not of her making, but ones she couldn’t look away from.

But now she was mortal again, and new possibilities were stretching before her. It scared her to be this free. To not be bound to fight in a war that she’d been forced into by fate.

The crowd was aghast at the sight before them. Mara died painfully in fire, but she died free, in a fire so hot it melted enchanted armor and magic items. The shields of the ring activated just before her artifacts exploded as their magic was violently released.

Or so it appeared.

Everyone, even Mara, flinched back at the mock explosion.

She wasn’t the only one in the audience crying or yelling. Some complained that the Watch should do something. Others felt touched by the masterful performance that Blaize had made.

A Dwarf in the inn’s livery stood from the bleachers and yelled for everyone’s attention.

“The arena is closed. We will need to recondition the sands before anyone can use it again. Everyone, go back inside. This show is over.”

In ones and twos, the audience trickled back inside, all talking of what they had seen. Mara was sure that there had to have been spies from Noloris’ organization among the witnesses.

She was about to stand and go inside with the rest when the Dwarf pointed to Blaize and commanded. “Clean this up! You have two hours, the inn doesn’t pay you to sit around and slack off, human!”

Blaize smirked, but it was exactly the excuse they needed so that no spies would examine the body.

Not that the illusion showed anything left but ash. Still, best to be safe.

She gently patted the Illusionist on the shoulder and sniffled, wiping at her cheeks to dry them. “Thank you. Come by later.”

Ugh, these emotions! They just don’t stop!

Controlling her brain chemistry was something she was going to sorely miss about not being a vampire anymore. Everything felt so raw right now!

Still, one hundred years of a life of pragmatism warred with her heart. Now it was time to meet up with her friends and have breakfast.

Her stomach growled again, even more insistently, confirming that choice.


Chapter
Two



That day went by in a haze, punctuated by intense moments.

Breakfast was an interesting experience. Eighty-five percent of her existence had been spent undead. She had mostly forgotten what it was really like to be alive. She had savored food as a vampire, merely for the enjoyment of the taste. That morning, her tastebuds were less sensitive, so the flavors of the meal felt muted, but at the same time, it was filling her belly and satiating her hunger. She got less enjoyment in one way, but more satisfaction in another.

Her friends had all surrounded her and made sure she was handling everything well, and tried to keep the conversation light.

But then it had come time to leave. She’d had to tell Zak that she would not be using her old room again. There was nothing in there she needed, since everything of importance was in her storage anyway, but it still felt odd. She’d stayed in that room since coming to Greymantle, and it had been her safe place, a refuge against the sun and her enemies.

And now she was leaving it.

Zak just shrugged and said he would have that conversation she wanted when she came back by next time.

She was too overwhelmed to deal with the cryptic and grumpy Dwarf with everything else going on.

They took a different carriage back to Toman’s house, and it felt strange not to have Dunc drive her around. It felt like everything had changed, and even that almost caused her to break down into tears.

Which she hated!

Toman put an arm around her shoulders and pulled her into a comforting hug.

She cleared her throat and said quietly, “It’s just so hard to deal with all these emotions without the filter of…” She left the rest unsaid. No sense in speaking secrets in front of a strange driver.

He just squeezed her shoulders. “It’s alright. It won’t be long before you adjust to the new levels of ‘brain chemistry’ as you call it.”

Then they were back at his place, and he showed her to his guest bedroom, which was half filled with the objects of his craft. He had to clear the bed for her and then use his Cleaner to remove the dust and make it ready for her.

She felt exhausted, not having slept since the day before, but found she couldn’t get to sleep. There was too much energy in her system, and she no longer had a magical compulsion to sleep during the day.

Speaking of which, the morning had become overcast by the time the group had finished breakfast, and their ride back to Toman’s house had been a marvel even if her mind had been overwhelmed. Being out and about during the day was a new and novel experience.

In the end, she gave up and wandered out into Toman’s kitchen, but he had lain down to take a nap, having spent most of the night awake and trying to save her life.

That left her alone with her thoughts, in his magical workshop. She was eager to try out all the Spellsword’s techniques now that she could safely cast them, but first she wandered over and stepped into the circle of his scanning device and activated it as she’d seen him do dozens of times.

It showed what she expected and had dreaded for months. She was completely alive now. There wasn’t a single bit of undead flesh left in her body. Not from her brain to her toes. It all looked so vital and active compared to the stillness and dark colors her undead body had been.

The percentage in the corner showed 100%. However, there was another number on the display. One that showed her mana compatibility, it also showed 100%

That was surprising and made her sit down to ponder over what that would mean. Toman had said that she would likely be very strong as a mage, and Onaris had mentioned it too. Still, it was another thing to see it depicted there on the scan–empirical evidence of their assertions–not just assumptions, or hope.

Again, the hormones of her living body made her feel like crying.

Damnit! This bites!

She swiped away the tears in the corners of her eyes angrily.

I’m not even sad! Why the hell would I cry over something like this?

It was useless, the tears came, and she felt the ache in her heart at the loss of her vampiric abilities and the joy at having a strong way forward. Her vampiric brain had allowed her perfect recall, but she hadn’t had that in her mortal life the first time, so she only vaguely remembered how it was to have big feelings to deal with.

Mara knew objectively that this was only a passing phase, and soon her body would settle down and these mood swings would calm, but that didn’t make it easier to deal with in the moment.

To distract herself, she moved over into the practice area and began going through every spell she knew, casting them one at a time, marveling at how easy they were to perform now.

The really exciting part was employing the Spellsword’s secret techniques. Enhanced Speed let her recapture some of her lost velocity when moving. It was nowhere near vampire levels, but it was definitely faster than human capability. It would give her an edge against anything less than a vampire. Enhanced Strength was likewise able to boost her strength to slightly above human norms.

Combining all three–Enhanced Speed, Strength, and Endurance–gave her a small sense of her missing abilities back and made her feel hopeful that she could at least approach her former levels of fighting capability. It was good, but it didn’t last, which was frustrating. Worse, there were still risks, and the spells did very minor damage to her body from the Wasting that she would need to have healed.

At least I’ll be a tough opponent, and no pushover.

When she had finished practicing with those spells, she moved over to the scanner to ensure there was no immediate damage she needed to worry about and was surprised to not see any damage at all–her health still showed 100%.

She resolved to ask Toman how accurate his scanner was. Perhaps the Journeyman level enhancement spells just didn’t tax the body enough to register on the device?

Looking over the adept-level versions of the spell, she wistfully regretted not being advanced enough in her casting to try those. If the journeyman versions would let her exceed human norms, perhaps the full adept spells would get her halfway or more towards her former capabilities. That was a hopeful thought.

Mara stopped after an hour of practice with the enhancement spells, worried she would be sore the next day. She remembered what that was like from her first lifetime and didn’t want to be laid out, stuck in bed the next day from overexerting her fragile human body, even if the scanner said there was no damage.

In the afternoon, Toman woke from his nap and joined her in the kitchen for a late lunch. Hunger made her eat even though she didn’t want to, being used to feeding only once every day or two as she was.

Still, the human body had different needs than a vampire, and that was an unpleasant realization. She had to use the restroom for the first time in over a century, and she did not like it.

No, she did not.

She was thankful once again for the cleaning magic of this world.

After lunch, she went through her wardrobe and burned her old clothes, all except for the colorful outfit she was wearing. She had dropped her illusion after arriving at Toman’s house that morning, but hadn’t felt like dealing with the clothing situation until now.

“I’m going to need to go shopping tomorrow. I can’t afford to be seen in anything known to be Mara’s.”

Toman nodded absently, then turned toward her with his brows furrowed. “Uh, have you thought about a new identity yet? What should I call you now? I can’t very well keep calling you Mara.”

That hit her like a punch to the gut. She’d known, intellectually, that she would need a new name, but somehow it hadn’t sunk in until now.

“Well, damn. I don’t know. Hang on, let me think…”

She considered using a simple anagram, but Aram was a boy’s name, and Rama didn’t feel like her. Too obvious anyway. Someone might catch on.

They brainstormed together, tossing out names both good and bad.

“What about Velen?” Toman offered. “Kinda a play on ‘veiled,’ since you’re hiding?”

Mara frowned. “I mean, it doesn’t suck, but I don’t want a name that reminds me I’m hiding. I need to leave the past behind—not cling to it. Otherwise…”

He nodded, understanding. “Yeah. You don’t want to live in regret. Got it. Forget that one. What about Seris? I had an aunt with that name. Always thought it was pretty.”

It wasn’t bad, but it didn’t feel right. She tried a few herself—Talia and Lira—but rejected them both. Talia didn’t sit well when she said it aloud, and Lira reminded her too much of Laris.

“Nyra?” Toman suggested. “Close to Mara. Short, sharp, and mysterious.”

“Too much like Lira. Still too close.”

She paused, then blinked. “Hang on… why don’t I just use my middle name?”

Toman’s eyes widened. “You have a middle name? Here, only nobles or famous people have more than one, like Guild Leader Margra Athne.”

Mara laughed. “Where I’m from, three names are normal. Some places even go with four.”

He stared, “You’re messing with me!” Then seeing her face, “You’re not messing with me?”

“Swear to the gods, if there are any. I took on my adopted father’s surname as a vampire, D’Argon, but I was born Mara Marie Keller.”

“Wow. I’m just Toman. Thoran the Maker, maybe, back when I still used my real name. But just Toman now.”

“Thoran. That’s not a bad name.” She almost told him about the god called Thor on Earth, but that would’ve led to a whole conversation about mythology and disbelief, and she wasn’t in the mood for that right now.

“Anyway, I never liked my middle name much… but I could go with Arie.”

Toman lit up. “That’s a pretty name. Almost Elven-sounding. A bright name for a new beginning!” He tried repeating it but didn’t get it quite right.

She said it aloud, softly at first, but then with more certainty. “Arie.”

It didn’t feel foreign. Just… new. Like trying on a coat that already fits.

She grinned. It was decided. Mara was dead. She was Arie now.

Toman tried again, “Aerie… no I’m not saying it quite right. It’s sounds more like ‘AH-ree’ or ‘AR-ee.’

“Now you’ve got it.” She smiled.

And then it all hit her at once. Maybe it was the new brain chemistry. Maybe it was the final realization that the old Mara—vampire, spy, monster—was really gone. Her enemies would kill everyone she cared about if they ever suspected she was still alive. To protect them, to protect herself, she couldn’t be Mara anymore.

She had to live as Arie now.

The tears came again—for the third time that day, or was it the fourth? These emotions, raw and insistent, refused to be shoved aside like they used to be.

Before she could choke them down, Toman stepped in and wrapped his arms around her. She buried her face in his chest and wept. He held her tightly, without a word, unlike her bastard of a biological father, who never had.

And somewhere along the way, she fell asleep.

Real, human sleep.

For the first time in her new life.


Chapter
Three



Arie, once known as Mara, woke slowly the next morning, having slept through the entire night. For a moment, she struggled to remember how she’d ended up tucked into bed in this unfamiliar room.

Then it came back to her—and for a moment, it all threatened to crash down again. But after a full night’s rest, she felt stronger, more in control of her emotions than she had the day before. Mara didn’t feel like her old self, but then… she never would again.

“Not Mara, it’s Arie. I’ve got to learn to live this new life on its own terms. I’m Arie now.”

With that, she rose and began preparing for the day. She had to use the restroom—an oddly concrete reminder that her old life was gone. The new her needed more time to get ready.

She brushed her hair and frowned at the image in the mirror. She still looked like Mara, and that hurt.

Master Dena and Onaris had offered to permanently alter her appearance, and now, she thought that might be a good idea. It would be hard to start over while seeing Mara’s face staring back at her.

Her frown deepened when she looked down at her clothes. No question—today needed to be about new beginnings.

“Right. First, the Healer’s Guild. Then shopping.”

Toman’s voice came through the doorway. “You’re up?”

“Yeah. I’m heading to see Master Onaris for a new look, then I need to replace everything. New clothes, new gear.”

Seeing that she was dressed, he stepped into the room.

“That’s fair. But you don’t have to get rid of everything. Your storage ring is concealed—no one would’ve gotten a good look at it anyway. As for your speech stones, I can transfer the attunements to new ones so you won’t lose your connections. And I’ve got a couple of Cleaners I made to sell—you can pick one.”

That actually sounded like a good plan. After a quick breakfast, they went through her gear.

When they finished, she was wearing a pair of beautiful sapphire earrings—one a speech stone, the other a cleaner. Her old data crystal was swapped out for a large amber pendant. But what hurt was having to give up her shock rod and placing her dwarven steel blade into storage. She could never wear those again—not openly. They were too closely associated with Mara.

Arie would carry a Heartwood staff now. It marked her as a mage, or at least someone trained. That alone would deter most criminals. They wouldn’t know if she could hurl fire or lightning—or if she was bluffing. With the staff in hand, they’d likely assume Wizard. If she shifted it to spear form, they might think Spellsword.

It was a simple truth she’d learned long ago: people made assumptions based on appearance.

And if that didn’t deter them, she still had the shock-rod enchantment built into her staff. One touch with that and they’d regret their life choices!

When she was finally ready, she activated one of the other female personas stored in her disguise artifact for the trip to the Healers.

Toman offered to accompany her, but she waved him off with a smirk. “I’m going shopping. Are you sure you want to spend hours going store to store, watching me try on outfits? I would value your opinion…”

He paled slightly and suddenly remembered a commission he’d promised to finish—urgently.

Arie chuckled at his retreat and waved goodbye.
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The trip was uneventful, but she didn’t mind. The sun was out, the sky was clear, and a cool breeze rolled in off the ocean. She hadn’t realized how much she’d missed the feeling of sunlight on her skin without the threat of catching fire. It was bright enough to make her squint, though, and she found herself wishing that sunglasses were a thing on this world.

The Healers’ compound felt like a different place in the daylight. She’d only seen it at night, moonlight casting long shadows and muting the Heartwood’s grandeur. Now, in full sun, the massive tree that dominated the courtyard stood tall and luminous, its bark almost seeming to glow faintly and its leaves whispering in the breeze. The tranquility it radiated was unchanged—if anything, it was more pronounced in the light. It was majestic, anchored, and alive.

She didn’t recognize the young apprentice who greeted her, but he seemed eager and harmless. “Jeman,” he introduced himself with a quick bow before gesturing for her to follow.

“It’s been a great morning,” he said as they walked. “The Tree just chose a new apprentice!”

The way he said it—light in his eyes, awe in his voice—made her smile. Someone pretty, she guessed. Or handsome, if that was Jeman’s preference. He had the distant, floaty tone of someone already picturing their crush going on a romantic date.

They reached the treatment rooms, and she slid into the chair she’d come to think of as hers. Jeman paused at the door.

“It might be a while. Master Onaris and the other Masters are participating in the Leaf ceremony.”

She tilted her head. “Leaf ceremony?”

He brightened. “Yeah, when the Tree chooses someone, it sheds a Leaf. It gets placed on the apprentice’s skin and absorbed. It’s… I guess it’s like your Heartwood staff, but attuned for healing. It helps us sense injuries, feel pain, and read the body better. It’s sacred.”

His face flushed a little. “Els is getting her Leaf right now, with her brother as witness. I’ll go congratulate her—and let Master Onaris know you’re here.”

She nodded, amused as he practically floated down the hall. That kind of wide-eyed infatuation used to be familiar. Maybe someday she’d feel it again.

Not holding my breath.

It wasn’t long before Onaris arrived. He looked tired but content, sleeves pushed up, scent of incense and herbs still clinging to him.

“Mara,” he greeted, smiling warmly. “It’s good to see you during the day. You’re looking well.”

She’d dropped her illusion the moment Jeman left. Now, she met his gaze without flinching.

“It’s Arie now,” she said quietly. “I can’t be Mara anymore.”

It still hurt to say out loud. Maybe it always would.

Onaris took a moment. Then he nodded, face shifting into that thoughtful, grounded calm he wore so well. “I think that’s wise, Arie. Have you considered speaking to one of our Mind Healers? There’s no shame in needing help.”

She shook her head. “I didn’t come here for therapy, although I appreciate the offer. I came to take you up on that offer to change my appearance. No one can know the truth. And more than that… I can’t keep looking in the mirror and seeing her.”

He reached out and gently took her hand, giving it a light squeeze. “I understand. Let’s do it, then. Tell me what you want.”

They walked to the dressing alcove, where a tall mirror stood, Mara’s face staring back at her. She looked at it for a long moment before answering.

“I’ve got dark hair and eyes right now, so let’s flip it. Something completely different.”

He nodded and placed his fingertips on her temples, speaking a spell she barely felt. No pain this time—he’d blocked the receptors first, bless him. Her eyes shifted from brown to a pale blue. Then, after he cast another spell a moment later, her hair lightened to a soft blonde.

She frowned almost immediately. “No. Too much. Doesn’t feel right. Try red.”

It took a few attempts—too orange, too brown, too bright—but they eventually landed on a rich red tone. Not coppery, not auburn. Just… a natural red. The kind of color that turned heads without screaming for attention. It complemented the blue eyes in a way that felt bold without being artificial.

She wasn’t exactly vain, but she was pleased with the result. Different enough to throw off casual recognition. Familiar enough that she didn’t feel like she was playing dress-up.

This was just a different version of herself. A new self.

She reached up and toggled the disguise ring’s nature-hiding feature off. No more point in pretending she wasn’t undead now that she really was alive.

Onaris blinked. “Huh. You look… brighter. I don’t mean just the hair. It’s like something’s unmuted.”

They considered further changes—altering her jawline, reshaping the nose, lifting the cheekbones—but in the end they agreed on only a few minimal tweaks. Barely noticeable unless someone had studied her face. But enough to give pause. Just in case Laris or Noloris ever crossed her path again.

Unlikely. But not impossible.

When it was finished, she stood there for a beat, unsure what to say. Then she stepped forward and hugged him—something Mara would never have done. He didn’t flinch, just hugged her back, quiet and solid.

Maybe it was the new hormones, or maybe it was just exhaustion. Or maybe this was who she really was now—someone who let herself be seen and connected with others.

Either way, she would figure it out, one day at a time. And in this moment, she knew this much: she was grateful beyond words to this man who had put in so much effort to save her life, over and over again.

And she would never forget who helped her become someone new.

He gave her a kind smile and led her out. As they passed by the apprentice, Jeman, the boy blinked at her in open surprise and confusion.

She gave him a mischievous look, pressed a finger to her lips in the universal gesture for shhh, and then winked.

His eyes widened as the realization hit, and Arie couldn’t help the giggle that bubbled up.

Onaris chuckled beside her, shaking his head. “Now, now. Don’t tease the apprentices.”

Her new Transport mage driver was waiting out front, and he spent the rest of the morning ferrying her from shop to shop as she rebuilt her wardrobe one article at a time. By the end, even he looked bored—and he didn’t even have to follow her into the stores.

She had no sympathy. He was being paid to wait. Besides, it was actually kind of fun. For the first time in years, she wasn’t selecting outfits for stalking alleys and rooftops under the cover of darkness. She still needed one for that purpose—best to be prepared—but she had no intention of living in the shadows again.

Arie’s nighttime outfit took clear inspiration from her past, but with deliberate departures. Instead of Mara’s greys, charcoals, and pitch blacks, she chose rich, dark tones designed to blend without being oppressive. Her blouse was midnight blue, so deep it seemed to drink in the lamplight. The fabric was soft, tightly woven for warmth and flexibility. Over it, she wore a sleek corset of pewter-grey leather, subtly embossed with arcane sigils—functional, stylish, and easy to miss at a glance. Her pants were matte navy suede, tailored close to the leg and tucked into tall boots of the same deep blue, reinforced at the toe and heel with brushed steel caps.

Matching leather belts crisscrossed her waist and thighs, anchoring pouches and a slender blade. The final touch was a long, hooded cloak of heavy wool, dyed the same dark blue as her blouse and trimmed in muted silver. The cloak whispered when she walked, a quiet swish that gave her just the right amount of drama without echoing Mara’s shadows.

She hoped not to do much nighttime sneaking anymore—it had a tendency to attract the wrong kind of attention—but it felt good to build the outfit deliberately, piece by piece, instead of grabbing whatever was available before sunrise like she had on that first chaotic night in Daggerport.

For daytime wear, she leaned into color and warmth—something distinctly hers.

Her cobalt blue blouse made her eyes pop and complemented the warmth in her red hair. It had a clean collar, a slightly open throat, and soft puffed sleeves at the shoulder that gave it shape without fuss. Her corset was a burnished caramel leather, worn in but well-kept, laced snug to offer both support and a bit of style.

She paired it with high-waisted trousers in a soft ash-beige, comfortably fitted for ease of movement. The tall boots matched the corset—a medium saddle brown with wraparound buckles at the calf. Her cloak, shorter and lighter than the night one, fell just past her hips. Made of soft tan wool, it was lined in cobalt and stitched in decorative copper thread. The overall effect was cheerful and vibrant—approachable.

And it felt good to wear happy colors. To let herself be seen.

Of course, there was one outfit she needed for protection.

The armorer she visited was known for enchantments, and she’d had something specific in mind. She wasn’t disappointed.

Her new leather armor was a blend of bronze, russet, and forest green—colors that evoked vitality, earth, and balance. The chestpiece was a warm bronze color—supple but reinforced—edged in soft green at the collar and pauldrons. Her bracers and greaves were a deep reddish brown, almost rust-colored, while her gloves were moss green to help blend into natural surroundings. The fastenings and buckles were all antique brass, giving the entire ensemble a burnished, well-traveled feel.

It wasn’t just pretty—it was practical. It didn’t look anything like the armor she had taken from Ewart’s storage ring, and that was the point. This set belonged to someone alive, in tune with nature and magic. Someone who valued movement and subtlety over intimidation.

More importantly, it had enchantments she didn’t want to live without. First, and most critical—it could be summoned from her storage with a thought, bypassing the need to stop and physically armor up. In a fight, seconds mattered. Not every enemy was polite enough to wait minutes for you to get dressed.

The armor would also resize itself to fit the wearer and slowly self-repair over time. And finally, it had been imbued with resistance to most forms of magical and elemental damage. Not full immunity—nothing ever was—but it would give her fragile mortal body a much-needed edge when things got ugly.

Last on her list was formalwear. If she was going to pass as a mage—no, be a mage—there was always the chance she'd be invited to high-society events. Best to be ready.

The gown she chose was a deep royal blue silk, cut to flatter without restricting movement. Silver embroidery traced delicate arcane patterns across the bodice, subtle but unmistakably magical. Tiny sapphires nestled in the design caught the light as she moved, drawing attention to the vivid blue of her eyes.

The sleeves were sheer ice-blue gossamer, shimmering faintly with motion, while the layered skirt flowed like water and parted with each step to reveal a white silk underskirt with a soft inner glow. A braided silver sash cinched at her waist, matching her shoes and the slender chain around her neck. Two cloaks completed the look—fur-trimmed white for winter, midnight-blue velvet for summer—each elegant, but never dark.

It was regal without being stiff. Luminous without being loud. A deliberate rejection of Mara’s greys and blacks.

And when she looked in the mirror, she didn’t see a shadowwalker pretending to belong.

She saw Arie—alive, radiant, and real.

And when she saw herself in the mirror, her emotions nearly got the better of her.

The most Mara had ever owned was a single black dress. Formal gatherings among vampires had been something she avoided, and among humans, she’d worn the appropriate Earth fashions, but only as a disguise to help accomplish her mission. There had simply never been room in her life for this kind of beauty, just for its own sake.

But this… this was entirely Arie’s.

And she loved it.

Just for fun, she summoned her staff and cast a Tier 5 Light spell. Stars bloomed around her in soft spirals, constellations dancing across silk. Runes shimmered along the hem and sleeves, turning the gown into something out of a storybook.

The saleswoman gasped in delight. “Ooh, that is so beautiful on you! And with the lighting—oh, it’s magical!”

Arie gave a small smile, warmth blooming in her chest. Not the cold satisfaction of a mission completed, or the dull hunger of blood. Just… happiness.

It was late by the time she finally strode into Toman’s house, long past dinner, and collapsed onto the sofa exhausted.

She’d spent 123 gold marks in total—most of that on the enchanted armor—but had no regrets.

After a quick meal at the Rook’s Roost, they returned to his home, and she modeled her new outfits. Toman offered polite nods and a few wide-eyed stares at the formal gown. But it didn’t take long for Arie to discover something important: enchanted armor was hot. So was the gown, for that matter.

That led to an offer from Toman—a personal temperature-regulating charm. Warmth in the cold, coolness in the heat.

As a vampire, temperature had barely registered unless it reached dangerous extremes. As a human? Arie had opinions. Strong ones. Especially about heat soaking through layers of leather or turning a silk gown into an oven.

“This would’ve been great back in Texas,” she muttered, already savoring the comfort.

She handed over twenty gold marks without hesitation. Toman might be a friend and mentor, but she wasn’t about to take advantage of that. If he made something for her, she’d pay for it—simple as that.

By then, she was done—mentally, emotionally, magically. Despite having slept more than twelve hours the night before, she headed to bed early.

There were spells to study, techniques to master, wards to memorize. But all of that would still be there tomorrow.

Today had been about something else.

She hadn’t just played dress-up. She’d shed the last remnants of her old skin and stepped into something new. She wasn’t hiding anymore.

Not that she’d forgotten that her enemies still lived. Justice still waited.

But first, Arie needed to rise.

She would master her spells. Advance beyond apprentice and journeyman. She would become the kind of mage they never saw coming.


Chapter
Four



Toman supervised as she cast her first Tier 6 spells the next morning, officially stepping into journeyman territory. The Spellswords had a flair for naming their magic—Might of the Oak, Cat’s Agility, Eagle’s Focus—which was at least more creative than calling them Strength 1 and Strength 2. Still, she couldn’t help but wish for something in between pomp and utility. So in her own mind, she settled on calling them Enhanced Strength, Enhanced Speed, etc–at least for those types of spells.

At their core, though, all their spells were effective. Each one honed her body and reflexes, improved her armor, granted resistance to heat, cold, or magic. All designed to make a single fighter capable of going toe-to-toe with both mages and warriors alike.

Journeyman-level spells could boost key traits by about 40%—not a small thing by any measure. If she were facing ordinary mortal opponents, they wouldn’t stand a chance. She’d be faster, stronger, harder to hurt, and able to shrug off a good portion of any elemental spell thrown her way. No wonder Spellswords had such a fearsome reputation. Even trainees, not yet promoted to full guild members, could wipe the floor with most enemies they’d ever face.

And the Adept-level spells? Those started around Tier 8 and went up to Tier 11. She’d memorized the spell patterns and modifiers ahead, and the bonuses there were frankly absurd—doubling or tripling a fighter’s attributes. She might not quite reach her old vampiric strength and speed, but it would be close. Close enough to survive even supernatural opponents… or maybe even defeat them.

Not every spell was self-focused, either. There were classic ranged attacks—Fireball, Lightning Strike, Water Jet—the kind of spells any mage could learn, but Spellswords used them differently. Their goal wasn’t to blast an enemy from across the battlefield. It was to make distance-fighters regret trying to keep space. A well-placed lightning bolt could break a line long enough for the Spellsword to close in. And when you factored in their enhanced agility? Well, no War Wizard was going to hit a blur moving like that.

She spent the day immersed in it all—studying, casting, refining. Again and again.

And the best part? Toman had been right. Her newfound humanity had changed everything. Her mana capacity had significantly expanded now that she was alive again—not just in raw volume, but in finesse. She could feel the threads of magic responding more easily to her will, the spells shaping with greater clarity, her mind and body in sync in a way they never had been before. It wasn’t just power—it was control. Progress.

She still had work to do before she could cast Adept spells, but that wasn’t a question of if anymore. Just when.
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That evening, she got a call from Olia—and her heart lifted immediately at the sound of her voice. Her young friend had reached her new assignment, and to Arie’s surprise, she and Jaran were guarding an elven princess.

“Mara, you are not going to believe this!” Olia’s voice practically sparkled through the communicator. “I was so mad when Micah reassigned us, but now… now I get it! This job is huge. They never put journeymen on something this important. And you were right—thanks for keeping me from doing something stupid that night, it could have ruined my life.”

Arie grinned, warm all the way through. “See? They know how good you are. You’ve got the heart of a dragon—no one’s taking you down in a fight.”

There was a pause, and then a bashful reply, “I mean, you’re not wrong. But still… just because I’m tenacious doesn’t mean I’m invincible.”

Arie could practically hear the blush in her voice.

Trying to pivot, Olia asked, “So what about you? How’s it going? Are you still working on your spells? Planning to try out for the Guild when we get back?”

That was a downer of a question, and one she’d been dreading. There wasn’t an easy way to explain it, so she didn’t try to ease into it—she just dove straight in.

“Well… actually, Mara died. I’m going to need you to call me Arie from now on.”

There was a sharp intake of breath on the other end before Olia burst in, shocked. “I’m sorry, say what again? You died? And who the hell is Arie?”

“I… accidentally drew the attention of the crime-lord Noloris,” she said, bracing for the explosion. “I was hunting some of the less savory members of society, trying to earn enough to buy a Heartwood focus, and, well… he got wind of it.”

“WHAT?!” Olia nearly shouted.

“Hey, now, you’re going to have to calm down if you want to hear the rest,” Arie said, keeping her tone light even though her chest felt tight. “I won’t go into the whole story right now—maybe someday I’ll tell you everything—but for now, you need to know the basics.”

She paused, trying to put it in a way that Olia could accept without being another lie. Because she absolutely, under no circumstance, would lie to her.

“Remember when I said I had a condition that only the Masters at the Guild could treat?” she asked. “Turns out, Noloris believed I was a vampire. So he tried to use an oath stone to bind me into service—wanted me to become one of his Lieutenants. But because of my condition, the mana tried to bind itself to undead flesh, and… it kind of started burning me alive from the inside out. Literally. I barely made it to the Healers Guild in time.”

“You what?!” Olia’s outrage had gone from shocked to livid.

“I’m serious,” Arie said. “It took Masters Onaris, Dena, and Margra Athne all working together, plus a magical item that removes enchantments, just to keep me alive and break the oath.”

There was a pause. Then Olia snapped, “When I get back to Daggerport, you and I are sitting down at the Rook’s Roost, and you’re telling me everything!”

“Yes, ma’am!” Arie laughed faintly. “Anyway, even with the slave oath gone, I knew Noloris wouldn’t stop. So I worked with an illusionist friend and staged Mara’s death—right in front of a couple dozen witnesses, including at least one of his spies. That’s why you can’t ever use that name again. If he finds out I’m still alive, he’ll come after anyone I care about, just to get to me. And I’d rather die for real than let that happen.”

The line went quiet, and for a long moment she wondered if the connection had dropped. But then Olia’s voice came through, slower, but no less intense.

“Wow. That’s insane. I believe you. And honestly, considering that slaver ring you uncovered and we helped take down, I’m not surprised he came after you. I just wish I’d known. The Spellswords would’ve taken you in and protected you. Master Micah still says we owe you a boon. But don’t worry—I’ll call you Arie from now on.” She hesitated, then added, “But you’ll always be my Mara.”

That stung worse than a blade between the ribs.

She couldn’t keep living in half-truths. She had to find a way to come clean. So she tried.

“I’m really Arie now. Please… think of me that way. You barely knew Mara anyway. I never told you the whole truth. I really was partially undead. I’d been turned into a vampire before I ever set foot in Daggerport, but the magic that brought me here—it started to reverse it. I don’t know how or why, even the Master Healers couldn’t explain it. That was the condition I was hiding. That’s why only the Guild Masters could help me. They’re the ones who guided me through the transformation.”

It wasn’t the full truth. But it was what she could give for now. She still feared that if Olia ever found out everything, the girl would turn away from her completely.

Instead of disbelief, what came through next was sympathy. It made Arie flinch.

“That’s terrible. No wonder you were so desperate to get help. I can’t believe you survived all that. I’m just glad you escaped it.” There was a pause. “Wait… are you saying—are you cured? Like, actually cured of vampirism?”

Arie had to clear her throat before answering. “Yeah. I’m fully human again. And I’m climbing the ranks now. I cast my first Tier Six spell today.”

Olia didn’t say anything at first, but when she did, her tone had sharpened again.

“Hold on. Tier six? But you’re not even in a guild! I thought you were still working on the basic apprentice spells so you could qualify for the Spellswords.”

There it was. The moment she’d been dreading even more than the name reveal.

How could she explain without coming right out and saying she’d betrayed Olia’s trust? That everything they’d built might not have been as honest as it should’ve been?

“There are two reasons,” Arie said carefully. “First, when you lent me the basic spell tome… I memorized as much of it as I could. I had to. My life was on the line. The curse that kept me between life and undeath. I needed access to real spells just to survive the transition. That’s also why I returned the crystal. I felt like I’d betrayed your trust, and I couldn’t keep it and pretend otherwise.”

She took a breath.

“So… what I’m saying is, I’ve been using the spells you gave me. And I really hope you don’t hate me for it.”

She paused for a second, waiting, hoping Olia would say something—anything—but the other end of the line stayed silent. So she pushed on.

“The second part is… I found a mentor. Someone who used to belong to a different guild. He left a long time ago and is oathbound not to teach their techniques, so he’s kept that. But he’s been guiding me, helping me understand magic in a more general sense, walking me through spellcraft and training exercises.”

Still no response.

The silence stretched longer than it should have, and Arie felt sick. Her stomach churned, and shame pressed down like a lead weight. She didn’t want to imagine what Olia was thinking—but her mind filled the silence with every worst-case scenario. That her friend hated her. That the bond they’d built had just shattered.

Finally, Olia spoke, her voice quiet and restrained. “I don’t hate you.”

Arie’s breath caught.

“I do feel a little betrayed,” Olia continued. “But if everything you’re saying is true… then I don’t blame you. Not for trying to stay alive. I grew up on the streets, Arie—I get survival. Sometimes you do what you have to do, and sometimes the lines blur. But even so… the guild won’t overlook this. If someone’s out there practicing our magic without permission, without oaths, they’ll come after that. Hard. That’s going to be a problem.”

Arie felt the tears start to fall. She didn’t bother wiping them away.

“I’m just glad you don’t hate me,” she whispered. “I’ve done horrible things, Olia. As a vampire, I fought in a war—against people who absolutely deserved to be fought, don’t get me wrong—but I still did things I won’t forget. I don’t regret any of that. I only regret this. Hurting you. Betraying your trust. That’s the worst thing I’ve done in a long, long time.”

The connection was quiet again, but this time, she could hear Olia’s soft sniffle before the girl responded, voice choked with emotion.

“Seriously, Arie… get over yourself.” There was a watery laugh. “We’re friends. That hasn’t changed. Not really. I am worried, though. Because I have to tell Master Micah. That’s guild law. And if they don’t let you in, then…” She hesitated. “They’ll wipe your memory. Anything tied to our secrets—gone. You’ll still be you, but the rest? The spells, the teachings—they’ll erase it.”

Arie let out a shaky sigh. She’d known this was a possible outcome the moment she’d decided to come clean. But it still hurt to hear it out loud.

“If that’s what happens… then I’ll find another path. I want to be a Spellsword. I do. I hope Master Micah will honor the boon and let me take the trials, even with my age… and my past.”

“I can’t promise anything,” Olia said softly. “But I’ll talk to him while I’m here. This assignment will probably last about two months.”

There was a pause—an awkward one—and then Olia’s voice dropped into something hesitant, careful. “You know… you could run. Change your name again. Disappear. If you left now, I doubt Micah would send anyone after you before we got back.”

Arie shook her head sharply, even though Olia couldn’t see it.

“No,” she said firmly. “I’m done with running. I’m Arie now. This is the life I chose. If the cost of that is losing everything I’ve learned, then so be it. But I won’t run. Not again.”

For a long moment, all she could hear was Olia breathing.

Then, at last, Olia said, “Hang on. I’ll message you back. Master Micah just walked in. I need to report this—it’s my duty—but I’ll get you an answer as soon as I can.”

The connection cut out, leaving Arie alone in the silence, staring down at her hands. Her mind kept going in circles over her choice and what the consequences would mean for her future if the Guild didn’t accept her. It was gut-wrenching and dark, but through the long wait, she stayed steadfast in her conviction to face whatever came.

Ten minutes passed. Then fifteen. Her nerves were raw by the time the stone flared again and the connection reestablished.

A new voice came through. Measured. Calm. Familiar in tone.

“Mara… excuse me—Arie. This is Master Micah. Olia has allowed me to use her speech stone to contact you directly. She has informed me that you knowingly accessed our spell tomes without authorization. That is a grave offense. Regardless of circumstance, the rules are clear.”

Arie braced herself.

“However,” he continued, “I have the authority to postpone judgment until I’ve heard your testimony in person. Once that happens, I will pass final judgment.”

Arie swallowed hard. It was as bad as she feared. With quiet resignation, she said, “I understand. I won’t run, even if you decide to wipe the knowledge from my mind. It saved my life, but I still betrayed my friend to get it. I’ll accept whatever punishment you believe is just.”

That alone marked a change—one she hadn’t fully grasped until now. Mara the vampire would never have accepted punishment, not like this. The very idea of having her mind altered would have been anathema. Vampires didn’t allow that kind of vulnerability. Their instincts were built around survival, dominance, and the preservation of self. That was why she had taken Olia’s knowledge in the first place. Expediency had trumped doing the right thing. Survival had outweighed guilt.

But she wasn’t Mara anymore.

Even back when only a fraction of her body had turned living again, something had started shifting inside. Regret had crept in, slow and relentless, like water pressing against a dam. And now, that dam has burst.

She wasn’t clinging to survival at any cost anymore. She wasn’t living by instincts designed for monsters. Now, the human part of her knew that who you were mattered more than how long you lasted. That was the difference.

However, Micah wasn’t finished.

“Olia tells me you wish to join our guild,” he said. “That isn’t impossible. You're older than our typical apprentices, but your courage and potential speak in your favor. We’ve made exceptions before. Still, one boon is not enough to forgive an offense of this magnitude.”

Arie held her breath.

“You have two months,” he continued. “If you were to do something else—something worthy enough to earn a second boon, then we could allow you to take the Trials.”

Her heart sank. A second boon?

“But that won’t be easy,” he added, as if reading her thoughts. “Especially in such a short time. I’ll speak with the other Masters and see if they can offer you a path toward that opportunity. Please pass your contact details to Olia. We’ll send someone to you soon.”

It could all be a trap.

The paranoid part of her, the part that had survived a secret war in another world, whispered that in her mind. He could be lying. This could be bait. Lure her out, track her down, wipe her memories—or worse.

But she didn’t believe that.

She had looked into Micah’s eyes back in that slaver den, when everything had gone to hell. He hadn’t struck her as a man who relied on deceit. He was direct. Measured. And, in his own way, just.

So she steadied herself and said, “I’ll give her my location. I’ll wait for whoever you send.”

There was a pause—just a heartbeat—and then a slight change in his tone. A faint thread of respect.

“Thank you, Arie. What you’ve told Olia is incredible. Almost unbelievable. But recently, I’ve started to question the limits of what I once thought was impossible. I look forward to hearing the rest of your story in person.”

The connection shifted again, and Olia’s voice returned as the stone was handed back. They talked a little longer—just enough to reassure each other that the bond between them hadn’t broken. Olia tried to sound optimistic, encouraging her to earn a second boon, but it still felt impossible.

She’d earned the first one by sheer accident—by getting captured, surviving the ordeal, and freeing an entire group of prisoners alongside Micah’s team. That kind of situation didn’t exactly happen twice.

Especially not now, when she was mortal, a half-trained mage, and still scrambling to find her footing in this world.

When the call ended, Arie stared down at the speech stone in her hand and muttered, “You’ve really stepped in it this time, Arie.”


Chapter
Five



Worse than stepping in it, Arie had to stew in it. She waited for the hammer to fall. And waited. And then waited some more.

Weeks passed. Still no messenger from the Spellswords.

One evening at the Rook’s Roost, over a dinner that had gone cold from being picked at too slowly, Arie finally snapped. “How am I supposed to earn a boon if they wait until the last possible minute? There won’t be time left to do anything!”

Toman frowned and pushed his food aside. “Have you considered that it might be their plan? Let the clock run out so you fail by default.”

Hearing it said aloud sent a cold spike through her chest. She’d been worrying about that very thing since the end of the second week. The first ten days hadn’t been so bad—hope had still been fresh then—but as time dragged on and the silence stretched longer, that thought had started to gnaw at her. Quietly, relentlessly.

And the worst part? She wasn’t used to being in this position. As Mara, she would’ve shrugged it off, maybe felt a twinge of guilt for a minute or two, and then vanished into the night—just another ghost, gone before anyone came looking. Let the guild wonder.

But Arie didn’t have that option.

She wanted this life. Wanted it so badly it physically hurt. And being human again meant she didn’t have perfect control over her emotions anymore. Her instincts didn’t wrap everything in cold logic and ruthless efficiency. No, now she had to feel everything.

It was frustrating.

And terrifying.

Still, she hadn’t been idle. Five of Greymantle’s ten-day weeks had already slipped past, and she had spent nearly every waking moment drilling spells and practicing. She was fully proficient with all the journeyman-level enhancement spells now—well past the point of academic casting and into muscle-memory territory. She could use them in real combat, if it came to that.

Not that she’d actually fought anyone.

Instead, she’d rented a dusty little training hall just a few streets from Toman’s place. They’d been sparring there nearly every day, combining magic and tactics, simulating battlefield conditions as best they could.

Even Toman had gotten in on the act and had trained with her some. All of what had happened to Arie had made him think that a little preparedness was not a bad idea.

Toman interrupted her spiral of thought, trying to inject a little optimism. “Look on the bright side—if they do let you take the trials, you’ll be more than ready. Between your previous experience and the spells you’ve mastered, you’ll wipe the floor with anyone below Adept rank.”

She sighed and shook her head. “Don’t count on it. Running drills with you throwing enchanted knives and fire bolts at me is useful, but it’s not the same as live combat. I’m not a vam… I’m not that anymore. I don’t have the strength, the speed, the durability. Even with enhancement spells, I’m still just a mortal woman. And their recruits? They’ve been training for years. And they’re handpicked. The best of the best.”

She saw the flicker in his expression—maybe disappointment or hurt—and rushed to add, “Which doesn’t mean I don’t appreciate everything you’ve done. Honestly, I’d be dead in a ditch without your help. I just know my own limits. That said, if they keep dragging their feet, I might be able to start working on the Adept-level versions of the spells soon.”

It wasn’t that she couldn’t cast them already—her power had grown fast—but there was a huge gap between casting something and wielding it in battle. Tier 8 spells demanded precise visualization, complex modifiers, and real-time targeting. Casting one in a controlled environment was one thing. Doing it mid-fight, while dodging blades and magic, was something else entirely.

“You know I am working on it,” she muttered, mostly to herself.

Toman groaned. “I swear, I want to wring your neck sometimes. Do you have any idea how long it took me to master Adept-level spells? Years, Arie.”

She pointed a finger at him with mock solemnity. “You were a kid when you started. Your guild probably made you crawl before you could walk—studying enchanting theory, gemcraft, smithing, woodwork. You were juggling three trades and a spellbook the whole time.”

She flipped the finger back toward herself. “Me? I’ve got adult focus, no distractions, no guild leash, and a motivation called ‘don’t have my brain scrubbed like a dirty dish.’ Not to mention, I had vampire memory when I memorized those spells. And even then, it still took me weeks. Now I’m drilling every single day until I’m one step away from madness.”

He gave a theatrical harrumph. “You’re still ahead of most full-fledged Adepts from most normal guilds, and probably a match for most Journeyman Spellswords.”

“Fair,” she admitted. “But I’m not just doing this to get stronger. I’m doing it to hang onto the memories. I’m trying to keep the knowledge intact in case they do erase everything. I can’t afford to lose it.”

Toman grew quiet. “So far, you haven’t forgotten anything. That’s a blessing.”

She nodded slowly. “Yeah. Maybe it’s because the memories were fully embedded before the transformation finished. Or maybe I kept some level of the enhanced memory since my brain had been wired that way for so long. It’s only been a few weeks since I became fully human, so who knows.”

They weren’t particularly worried about being overheard. Toman had activated a privacy ward around their booth—nothing fancy, but more than enough to keep casual eavesdroppers out. So it came as a shock when someone stepped up beside their table.

Arie was on her feet instantly, more out of instinct than conscious thought—part reflex, part courtesy, and part readiness for a fight.

She half expected a full strike team to come crashing in, finally bringing the consequences she’d been dreading.

Instead, it was a single Spellsword journeyman.

He was assessing her—measuring stance, poise, potential. Then he nodded approvingly and held out a sealed letter.

“I have a delivery for Arie. Boon-holder and friend of Spellsword Journeywoman Olia.”

“Thank you.”

The journeyman didn’t give his name. He simply turned and walked away, professional but clearly disinterested now that his task was complete.

Arie and Toman waited until they were back at his house to open the message. Sound wards at the Roost were fine for conversation, but a visual privacy screen would have drawn attention—and suspicion. Better not to chance it.

At the kitchen table, Arie broke the seal with steady fingers and unfolded the single sheet of parchment.

Your presence is requested at House Tynin’s manor at the second hour on Workday. Discretion is required.

She blinked at the words, rereading them as if they might change.

“Tomorrow is Workday,” she murmured, more to herself than anything.

Her brow furrowed. “I don’t get it. Why would the Spellswords—who are supposed to be arranging a way for me to earn a boon—send me to the mansion of some noble?”

Across the table, Toman’s eyes had gone wide. “Forget the message. This is Lord Tynin.”

Arie gave him a blank look, and he quickly added, “Lord Tynin, as in the Lord Tynin. The most powerful noble in Daggerport. One of the High Council. He holds the high seat, even though they like to pretend the counsellors are all equals. Nobody who actually pays attention believes that.”

Arie shook her head slowly. “You’re acting like I should know that. I’ve heard the name in passing, sure, but I don’t follow city politics.”

Toman frowned, thoughtful. “Maybe that’s exactly why they picked you. You’re neutral. Not part of a faction. Not even officially affiliated with the Spellswords. Think about it. Every guild in the city has contracts and alliances. If someone like Tynin wants something handled off the books, they can’t risk hiring from inside the system.”

Now it was Arie’s turn to frown. “So they send a nobody who isn’t even a fully trained mage?”

“That’s exactly it!” Toman slapped a hand to his forehead. “You’re unaffiliated–no guild. You don’t owe anyone loyalty. I’d bet ten gold marks that’s why they picked you. Anyone else would have strings attached.”

She opened her mouth to toss back a sarcastic remark—but it stuck in her throat. He had a point. It was the only thing that really was different about her, now that she’d lost her vampiric powers. She was just another up-and-coming mage. Unremarkable.

Except for the fact that she didn’t belong to anyone.

That night, she lay in bed staring at the ceiling, thoughts spiraling as she tried to make sense of the sudden change in direction. Why wait so long? Why make her stew in silence for weeks, only to hand her a clandestine assignment now—one that was secret, yet somehow involved the most high-profile noble in the entire city?

Nothing about this felt normal.

And that, more than anything, was what kept her from sleeping.


Chapter
Six



Arie was tired when she got up, but adrenaline and the eager itch of finally having a chance to earn her second boon drove her onto the streets early the next morning.

She’d dressed in her daytime outfit—elegant, but not extravagant. It was perfect for visiting a nobleman’s manor without looking like she was pretending to belong. The bright colors and fashionable tailoring put her somewhere between the upper middle-class and the lowest rung of the wealthy merchant caste. In other words, safe. No one would look twice at her in a neighborhood like that. She might be mistaken for a messenger or an employee of a nearby estate, but not someone trying to pass herself off as nobility.

And she had done her research. What little she could, anyway. Toman had shared what any man on the street might know about Lord Tynin, but that wasn’t much beyond the obvious.

Zariah, on the other hand, had delivered in spades.

Not hard data, of course. Nothing verified. But gossip? She had enough to drown in. Rumors swirled like autumn leaves, and while some were clearly fantasy, the believable ones clung together like sediment—possibly hiding a few grains of truth.

One of the wildest claims was that Lord Tynin planned to give his entire estate to a young woman and vanish, leaving behind his titles and duties to go adventuring.

Zariah had snorted at that one, saying it was about as likely as horses growing wings and flapping off into the sunset.

Another rumor said that Tynin’s wife and children had vanished under mysterious circumstances. Some claimed the nobleman had done away with them himself to run off with his mysterious lover.

Arie wasn’t sure which story, if any, was true. But one detail was consistent: Lord Tynin had become increasingly distracted in recent weeks and was no longer fulfilling all his responsibilities as the High Seat of Daggerport’s council.

Either a mistress or the loss of his family might explain that kind of neglect. But Arie kept her opinions to herself. She’d wait until she met the man before passing judgment.

Enough time had passed since her run-in with Noloris, so she felt comfortable calling on Dunc again to be her driver. Of course, she reminded him—sternly—not to slip up and call her Mara. That kind of mistake could be a death sentence for them both.

The warning made him visibly nervous, but he still showed up, seated on the curb outside Toman’s house, grinning when he saw her.

He stood as she approached, eyes wide. “Wow. That hair really brings out your eyes.”

She chuckled and gave him a friendly pat on the shoulder as she climbed into the rickshaw. “Thanks, Dunc.”

The rest of the ride passed with his usual stream of chatter. He filled the silence with news and rumors, most of it second- or third-hand nonsense. But it was familiar nonsense, and Arie found it oddly comforting. One story caught her ear—it was the same one she’d heard from Zariah about Lord Tynin giving his estate to a young woman. In Dunc’s version, however, the mysterious girl was a foreign queen visiting from the Savage Lands.

When she asked about the Savage Lands, Dunc explained that it was a massive continent on the other side of the world, full of strange territories—some rumored to be devoid of magic entirely. While they were stopped at a light, he leaned back and almost whispered, “I even heard the Elves found a new race over there. Dragon-like people. Whole villages of ’em.”

That got her attention.

“Do you think they might be what those Followers of the Dragon are waiting for?” she asked casually.

Dunc frowned, clearly thinking it over, then shook his head. “Nah, I don’t think so, lady. I didn’t tell you before, because I was embarrassed about it, but I had one of them try to recruit me, actually. Creepy woman. Cute, but intense. She said all humans used to serve this Dragon of theirs, some ancient being who left the world behind. Now he’s supposed to return, and those who stayed faithful will be lifted above all others.”

Oh, great. Another secret society cult, she thought, rolling her eyes internally. As if one lifetime of the Cabal wasn’t enough.

Still, this was the first time she’d heard a firsthand account from someone they’d tried to recruit.

“What did you think of them?” she asked.

Traffic cleared, and Dunc turned the corner, speaking over his shoulder. “Like I said, she was kind of scary. Way too intense. Their message about the Dragon coming back was weird enough, but then she kept going on about how the ‘little people’ would be raised up. That everyone who joined would get to stop serving and be served.”

Arie snorted. That sounded suspiciously like old-school revolutionary propaganda. Workers of the world unite. She remembered how that rhetoric had played out in her youth. “What did you think of that part?”

Dunc snorted right back. “Sounds like nonsense. Even if it happened, it’d just mean swapping one set of rulers for another. ‘Join us and you’ll be the oppressor instead of the oppressed.’ No thanks.”

His cynicism caught her interest.

“So… is that a real issue here?” she asked. “People being unhappy with their lives?”

From what she’d seen, Daggerport wasn’t a utopia—but it wasn’t a hellhole either. No one starved. She hadn’t seen a single homeless person. Though that probably had less to do with generosity and more to do with strict city enforcement. Vagrants were likely encouraged to leave or locked up until they found a guild willing to sponsor them.

Dunc shrugged. “Honestly, I never really thought about it until that woman started talking. Most folks around here have work if they want it. Might not be glamorous, but it’s there. You’re not gonna starve—there’s always food if you’re not too proud to take leftovers. Restaurants don’t toss uneaten or half-eaten meals; they give ’em to folks in need. Sure, there’s a bit of a social stink on taking handouts, but no one’s going hungry unless they choose to.”

Their conversation ended as they rounded a corner and turned onto the steep switchback leading up the mountainside.

Lord Tynin’s estate loomed at the top—perched on a rocky outcrop like a fortress overlooking the city.
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The estate stood alone on this jutting finger of mountain, surrounded by high stone walls and guarded by massive wooden gates banded with thick iron fittings. A narrow sally-port was built into one of the gates, and a pair of guards stood watch on the wall above, peering down with sharp eyes.

“State your name, affiliation, and business,” one of them called.

Arie couldn’t help but smile, momentarily recalling that old movie where the castle defenders hurled insults—and eventually a cow—down at the attackers. Unfortunately, her business was no laughing matter, so she stepped forward and answered clearly, “Arie. No affiliation. I was summoned to meet with the lord at the second hour this morning.”

The guard gave a short nod. “Welcome to the Tynos estate. One moment, and the door will open. When it does, step inside. The steward will be with you shortly.”

True to his word, the smaller door in the left-hand gate creaked open a moment later, and Arie stepped through. Dunc remained outside with the rickshaw, waiting in the shade. Thankfully, his cart had one of those wonderful temperature regulation runes, so she didn’t feel guilty about leaving him there.

Still, it struck her as odd that they hadn’t simply opened the gate and let Dunc drive her in. The courtyard was easily large enough to accommodate horses and carriages, and there was even a full stable off to one side. But if the rumors were true—if the lord had lost his family—then a lockdown would make sense. The tension in the guards' stances all but confirmed it.

From the inside, the estate was even more striking. Towering trees lined the perimeter, their canopies carefully shaped and spaced to allow light but still offer shade. Several outbuildings dotted the grounds, but the estate itself drew the eye. It wasn’t ostentatious, but it had presence—elegant, refined, and built with intent. Not quite the Palace of Versailles, but she was reminded of the Castle of Edinburgh: fortified yet graceful. One tall tower rose above the rest, nestled along the outer wall overlooking the city. She imagined the view from up there would be breathtaking. Even from the ground level, you could probably see all of Daggerport from one end to the other.

She was still appraising the architecture and assessing the defensibility of the compound when a woman approached—older, but with the bearing of someone important. She wore the livery of House Tynos, its crest emblazoned over her left breast, and carried herself with the kind of composure that only came from decades of service. A trusted retainer, without a doubt.

Yet her voice was gracious. “Greetings, and welcome to the main estate of House Tynos. I am Shalla, steward to Lord Tynin. He’s asked that you be brought to the small dining room, where he is currently taking breakfast.”

Arie bowed her head politely. “Thank you. You may call me Arie.”

Brunch. That surprised her. It was only the second hour after dawn. The sun hadn’t even crested high enough to touch the courtyard with light. Likely one of the many reasons Daggerport had such an active nightlife—if the sun couldn’t be bothered to show up until midmorning, why should anyone else?

Still, she followed the steward through the estate’s corridors, taking in the surroundings. Even the interior design reflected wealth and taste without veering into vulgar display. She had been right about Lord Noloris—his “palace” was an exercise in gaudy self-importance. In contrast, the Tynos estate radiated quiet power, understated and confident. And it tracked with the gossip: House Tynos wasn’t just the wealthiest in Daggerport—it was one of the wealthiest in the Free Trade Cities to the north.

She nearly stumbled as they stepped into the so-called "small" dining room. Small must’ve been a relative term, because the space could easily seat twenty, with room to expand. Warm wood paneling lined the walls, polished to a soft glow. Bright, arched windows dominated the far side of the room, framing the city below like a painting come to life.

Arie found herself hoping she'd get a chance to admire the view before she left—but for now, her attention snapped to the man seated at the head of the table.

Lord Tynin of House Tynos, high seat of the Council of Lords in Daggerport—the largest city on Greymantle—was seated by himself and carried the air of a man who was truly alone in the world.

He was tall and broad-shouldered, a figure who looked like he still moved with strength despite being just shy of his middle years. Only the barest touch of grey at his temples hinted at the weight he carried. His face, though still handsome, was lined with worry and something deeper—grief that hadn’t faded, just folded itself into his features like permanent shadow.

From the second she laid eyes on him, Arie dismissed every rumor she’d heard about him giving away his estate or abandoning his duties to go adventuring. Maybe in an alternate universe. Maybe in a tavern tale told by someone who’d never met the man. But not in this world. Not in this room.

This was a man who wore duty like a cloak—heavy, suffocating, and inescapable. But it wasn’t duty that consumed him. It was loss. She could see it in his eyes, in the way he sat not just isolated at the table, but apart from everything.

However it happened, whatever the circumstances, she believed it now. His family was gone. Missing or dead, she didn’t know. But the grief was real.

The question was, why had he brought her here?


Chapter
Seven



The grand table held only ten chairs at present, spaced with intention—close enough for easy conversation with the lord, far enough to afford personal space. Three places were set with precision but remained unoccupied.

Shalla led her to the chair to the lord’s left and quietly pulled it out. Not one of the three set places, Arie noticed. Her seat came from the opposite side of the table.

Those must be for his missing family, she thought.

Having dealt with aristocrats on Earth, she defaulted to what she knew and gave the seated man a respectful, shallow bow.

He’d been watching her since the moment she entered. Politely masked behind the rhythm of his meal, but not hidden. The weight of his gaze wasn’t intrusive, but calculated and measured. Evaluating. The way she might size up an opponent stepping into the ring. Or perhaps the way an executive assesses a candidate for a role too important to fail.

Either way, Arie approved.

When he motioned to the chair, she offered a slight smile and took her seat.

“You are Arie?” he asked, his voice calm but firm. “I am told you are a mage—untrained, unaffiliated. But also that you possess courage and do not shy away from a challenge. Is that true?”

Straight to the point. She appreciated that. He might be the most powerful noble in Daggerport, but he wasn’t wasting time talking down to her. He was testing for substance.

If that’s how he wants to play it… fine.

“Yes, Lord Tynin,” she replied evenly. “I am unaffiliated, but I’ve been trained by a skilled mage who left his guild some time ago. I’d put myself on par with most Spellsword Journeymen, though I haven’t fought one to be certain. My background is in combat operations and espionage—prior to coming to Daggerport and taking up the study of magic.”

She met his eyes directly, calm and unflinching, speaking with the weight of more than a century behind her. She saw the flicker of surprise in his expression.

“I did a bit of research on you,” he said after a moment. “I am aware of Maker Thoran—Toman, as he is called now. But I found no history on you older than a few weeks. Master Micah didn’t mention such experience either. Only that you were talented… and brave. So you’ll forgive me if I find your claim hard to reconcile. You look far too young for such a history. Would you care to elaborate?”

Well, damn. He’s thorough. And now you’ve stepped in it, Arie. Either explain or look like a fool puffing up her résumé.

She drew a slow breath, choosing her words carefully. “I was a vampire for more than a century. Not here. Elsewhere. During that time, I fought in prolonged conflicts against an enemy that couldn’t be defeated—only pruned when opportunity allowed. When I came to Daggerport, the magic involved in the transition affected my undead state. Caused it to begin reversing.”

She smiled faintly at the look in his eyes—skepticism wrapped in curiosity.

“Master Onaris can confirm it. So can Master Dena, and Guildmaster Margra Athne of the Healers Guild. I’m far older than I appear, but since arriving, I’ve reverted fully to mortal form. Just like you.” Her voice held no boast—just fact. “I’ve been studying magic since then. I hope to earn the right to join the Spellswords. But as you said, I’m unaffiliated.”

Lord Tynin drew a data crystal from his sleeve and held it aloft. It flared with soft light.

“With your permission,” he said, “I would like to verify your claims with the Healers Guild. May I?”

Arie nodded once. “You have my permission. They may tell you what they know.”

He inclined his head as if that had been the expected answer, then tucked the crystal away. His plate, half-finished, was nudged aside. Whatever hunger he’d had was gone now.

“As you probably surmise, I need someone for a task that I cannot let be known publicly. Someone not affiliated with any of the guilds, as they would be obligated to share such intelligence with their leaders, which would make for a political mess. And to be honest, I just don’t know who to trust anymore. Micah is one of the few whom I have complete faith in, but he is away, and even if he were here, I could not engage him as it would become a matter of public record.”

He continued, a sadness coming over him, “Three months ago, my wife and two sons were kidnapped. This is not widely known, but those in power surely are aware. What is not known beyond myself, Micah, and a handful of trusted guards is that the personal effects of my wife and eldest son were returned to me last week by a representative of the Dwarven Sovereign Bank.”

Tynin’s emotions still seemed raw, and it was no wonder if he had only gotten closure a week ago. Grief etched into his face with lines far deeper than his years would suggest.

Arie kept silent, allowing the man to process his grief and continue when he was ready.

“Their kidnappers tried to take them overland by way of back trails to the north. In a valley only a couple of days from the city, they and their kidnappers were killed by cave trolls. The lair was eradicated by a mage recently, and he returned all of the possessions and bank tokens that were found to the Dwarves to contact their next of kin, for which I am grateful. However, only one of my children’s things was among the recovered items.”

She saw where this was going, but didn’t understand why he would want someone like her. If he still had loyal guards he trusted, then why not send them to investigate?

His next words answered her unspoken question before she could ask. “The absence of my trusted men would be noted, and I already explained why I can’t go to the guilds. I first tried a small group of mercenaries, but did not give them complete details as they could not be fully trusted. They met an accident en route to the valley of the cave trolls. That’s why I need someone like you. Someone no one would suspect, and even if they did question your visit here, they’d never believe I’d entrust something this important to a complete stranger. Nor would I, in their place, except that Master Micah gave me your name.”

That was all well and good, but surely if people were watching the comings and goings from this estate, they would have seen her and might wonder why she came. So she asked him.

He grunted in disgust and gave her an apologetic look. “I do not mean to offend, but a young woman with no affiliation coming to my estate when rumors abound that my family situation is anything but normal… well, I think you can imagine the conclusions they will draw.”

“I apologize for that,” he added, without flinching. “But it works to our advantage to let them think the worst.”

There was steel in the man’s posture and expression. Barely controlled rage and grief lurked just beneath the surface, but a father’s love kept him from losing it. Arie could tell he would let the world think he was the worst person alive if it meant getting his other son back.

She didn’t like the assumptions that would be made about her, but she was touched by the lengths this man would be willing to go to save his son.

“So, are you sure that all the kidnappers died?” If the other son didn’t die, but all the kidnappers did, then why hadn’t he been found?

“No, I am not certain. However, after the battle where my family was captured, one of my men survived long enough to record a message, and he gave a count of the attackers and said that a large group returned to the city, but five took my wife and sons away to the north. There were remains that would account for that many among those found in the troll lair.”

There was pleading in his eyes as he finished, “Please travel to the troll lair and find evidence of my younger son’s escape, and return him to me. If you do, I will reward you handsomely.”

Arie tried to keep her face composed, but inwardly she held little hope. It had been months, and there was no telling what may have happened. Perhaps the son died before reaching the trolls. Perhaps the kidnappers met up with another group and sent one son off separately to not put all their eggs in one basket. But even if by some miracle, the kid had survived the troll attack and escaped, what were the chances he’d be alive after all this time? He would have been lost in the wilderness, far from civilization.

Lord Tynin must have seen something in her eyes, because he became downcast and said, “Even if it is only to discover what happened and bring me word of his death, I would be grateful to you.” It was clear that this was not the news he wanted, but the rekindled hope in his heart was not letting him accept any other option than his son’s return. Still, he was intelligent enough to understand the odds.

Even if she could only give him closure, that would be a worthy thing.

She stood and bowed. “I will bring him back to you, if it is possible.”

He nodded, but turned his face away. “Thank you.”

She was about to leave when he turned back around, eyes glistening with unshed tears. Nonetheless, his back was straight, and he was in control of himself.

“Is there anything you need for this mission? Anything at all that I could get for you to ensure your success?”

Her first instinct was to say no and hurry away to get started as soon as possible, but she paused and really thought for a moment. Not that she wanted to use this man’s grief to advance her own wants or needs, but there was something he might be able to do. If anyone in the city had the power to make it happen, it was this man.

“I know you said you didn’t want to involve any of the guilds, but a Seer would make this mission far more likely to succeed. If you can’t provide a Seer, would it be possible to obtain any of their spells? I’m unaffiliated, and with access to even basic Seer abilities, I could be much more effective at uncovering what happened—and at tracking your son.”

It made her feel a bit scummy to ask for something that would benefit her, but this wasn’t like the situation with Olia. She wasn’t trying to take advantage of the man for no reason. If she could get those spells, it really would greatly improve her odds of success.

She half-expected him to look scandalized, or maybe even accuse her of overstepping, but he didn’t. Instead, he just looked thoughtful and slowly nodded.

He gave a rough little chuckle—not quite a laugh, more like a grunt. “That’s very clever. If you were a member of any guild, you would be forbidden from learning the spells of their rivals according to old treaties and oaths of non-competition. Being unaffiliated, you have the freedom to do so as long as they do not discover your knowledge.”

A moment’s pause later, and he nodded, “I couldn’t get you an entire tome, but I might be able to secure a few select spells. There are those in this city who owe me favors—the kind of debts that can’t be paid back with coin, only with something truly extraordinary. I’ll see what I can do. But I cannot wait longer than two days. Too much time has already passed, and I dread what you might find. Be ready by then. Go to the stables of Master Fander at first light, three days hence. He will have horses and provisions ready for your journey.”

He hesitated, then added, “If I am able to obtain any spells, they will be waiting for you there on a data crystal. Consider anything within the first portion of your payment.”

She could’ve offered some hollow comfort, something kind to soothe him. But men like this didn’t want sympathy from someone like her. He didn’t strike her as the type to sneer at those beneath him, but Arie was just a tool in his hand. A means to an end.

Even so, she felt compelled to meet his eyes before she turned to go. “Whatever happens, I’ll give it everything I’ve got.”

He nodded without a word and turned toward the windows.

Shalla was waiting just outside the dining room. She offered a brief nod and silently escorted Arie back through the estate to the outer gate, where Dunc still waited with the rickshaw.

As they pulled away, rolling back down the winding path toward the city, Arie let out a slow breath.

Holy crap, you’ve really gotten yourself into it this time.

On one hand, this was an incredible opportunity. Lord Tynin might not be the president of a nation, but he was the most powerful noble in the largest city on the entire planet. Getting into his good graces could mean access to connections and influence she’d never have dreamed of as a mortal. Maybe even a way to find someone who could help her figure out why she’d been pulled into this world in the first place.

On the other hand, things looked grim. If she came back empty-handed—which was honestly the most likely outcome—not only would she have failed to earn Tynin’s favor, but the Spellswords would wipe her mind of every spell she’d learned. They wouldn’t hurt her, but they’d cut off her magical growth entirely.

She might manage to bring back proof of the boy’s death. That would count as a success, technically, but it would still leave her as the one who brought a grieving father confirmation of his worst fears. Good luck trying to build a connection out of that.

Basically, she was holding a lottery ticket. It could pay off big, or it could leave her worse off than where she started.

Still, it said something about Micah’s opinion of her that he trusted her with this. Either that, or he thought she was expendable.

She really hoped it was the former.


Chapter
Eight



She spent the next two days preparing, most of it consumed by shopping. First came the practical gear: rations, bedroll, flint, spare boots, a magic camp lantern, and a compact field tent with warming runes. She picked up water-purifying crystals and a short-bladed hatchet that doubled as a tool and weapon. Everything she might need for a couple of weeks or more in the wilderness, alone.

She also bought two new outfits, both enchanted with self-repair runes. The first was sturdy and practical: thick canvas trousers, a leather-reinforced tunic, and a padded riding coat built for hard wear. It wouldn’t win any style points, but it would hold up to long days in the saddle and nights by the fire without falling apart or catching every thorn along the trail. It also wasn’t too feminine in cut, so from a distance, someone might mistake her for a man. Not necessarily a bad thing when alone in the wilderness.

The second outfit was far more specialized—dark green and mottled grey from head to toe, with a soft, matte finish that wouldn’t reflect light. It came with a fitted hood, gloves, and a thin mask that left no skin exposed. Enchanted for concealment, the fabric blurred slightly at the edges when worn, letting the wearer fade into the undergrowth if they stood still. It wasn’t true invisibility, but it was close enough.

Just in case she did find the boy still alive, she picked up extra supplies for a child about eleven years old. Sturdy trousers, a tunic, walking boots, and a warm forest-green cloak with a hood. If he’d been hiding out alone this whole time, he’d be in rough shape. At the very least, she wanted to be ready to cover him up and get him warm.

That wasn’t all. Toman had surprised her with a new magic item—one that made her jaw practically drop. It worked similarly to her armor, but instead of needing to enchant every outfit she owned, he’d created a bracelet embedded with a dozen attunement tags. Each tag could be linked to a specific outfit, allowing her to send that clothing into storage or summon it directly onto her body, just like her armor. It was a clever bit of crafting, and far more versatile than anything she’d ever owned. It might prove incredibly useful on this mission, letting her switch from travel gear to stealthwear at a moment’s notice. She would’ve gladly paid dozens of gold for it, but Toman refused any payment—said it was a gift, and shut down every attempt she made to argue otherwise.

Another crucial bit of prep was getting familiar with the stealth suit itself, which she practiced with Toman’s help. They’d gone out to a park with a quiet, wooded stretch, and played a sort of hide-and-seek. She moved through the trees, and he called out when he spotted her. It helped her get a real sense for how the camouflage worked, when she could get away with motion, and what kinds of movement would betray her position. It wasn’t enough to make her a master, but with her background, she adapted fast. She didn’t need days of training to start pulling useful tricks from it.

Still, she hoped she wouldn’t need to rely on it too much. Disappearing into the trees wasn’t plan A. But if the time came and she needed it, she’d be ready.

The last major piece of preparation was intelligence gathering. She bought maps, asked questions, and soaked up what she could about the routes heading north—especially the stretch between Daggerport and Crossing, the next major town along the Maru River.

What she found was that trade in Greymantle didn’t revolve entirely around magic. Sure, there were Transporter mages like Dunc, and the rich had access to Teleporters and enchanted vehicles most people would never see. But there were still plenty of simple, horse-drawn caravans grinding out a living on the roads. Wagons and beasts of burden hadn’t gone out of style. There were whole networks of trade built around the old ways.

Most of that information came from the Dragon Inn the night before her departure. Rather than cross the entire city in the dark to reach Fander’s stables at dawn, she’d said goodbye to Toman that afternoon and spent the night closer to her departure point. She’d also hoped to finally have that conversation with the Dwarven innkeeper, but by the time she arrived, the place was packed and Zak was elbows-deep in dinner service.

Still, they managed a few words. He pointed out a couple of reputable caravaneers nursing drinks in the common room, and she jotted down their names.

“Unfortunately, you missed the best guide you could’ve had,” he said, lowering his voice just a bit. “He went north with the boy the day after you arrived.” A shadow passed over his face—some mix of grief and disgust. “Got himself killed on the road. Damned Blood Mage got ’em. At least the boy avenged the old bastard. He was ugly, like all humans, but I liked him. Died too soon.”

The mention of the boy made her itch to press for more, but the bar was too loud, and the Dwarf too guarded. She could tell the loss hurt more than he let on, even if he tried to bury it under insults. She left the conversation for after the mission, silently vowing to get the truth out of him later—maybe after a few drinks.

That night, she made her final and most important preparation: getting her mind right. She laid out all the possibilities, all the ways things could go sideways, and made plans for each one. But it wasn’t just failure she had to prepare for. Success had complications, too. What if she found the boy? What if she found proof he was dead? There were different outcomes for different truths.

In the end, she resolved to treat this mission like she would have back home. Like a strike against the Cabal. Trust no one. Plan ahead. Have backups. Stay sharp. Be ready for anything.

The next morning, she arrived at Fander’s before first light. The stables were enormous, housing dozens of horses. Some were privately boarded while their owners took care of city business. Others were for sale.

Fander himself greeted her at the front gate. He was massive—nearly as wide as he was tall—and not in the dense, muscular way Dwarves were. He was flat-out obese, but somehow still radiated strength and energy. A force of nature in human skin.

“Good, you’re early,” he said, his voice like gravel under a wagon wheel. “Our mutual friend told me to see you off proper. Got everything prepped—two fine beasts. Not so fine you’d never afford ’em on your own, but solid, reliable stock. Built to go the distance, and fast enough to get you out of trouble quicker than you get into it.”

Without waiting for a reply, he turned and marched into the stables like a rolling boulder. Arie hurried after him, surprised by how fast he moved. Seeing him charge through the stable lanes, snapping orders at stablehands and pointing out minor faults as he went, she revised her earlier thoughts about his weight. He might’ve looked like a man who’d eaten one pie too many, but he moved with the unstoppable momentum of a freight cart. Hell, maybe he was a freight cart.

By the time she caught up, he was already in the side yard, standing before a pair of gleaming horses. His breathing hadn’t even changed.

He began to point out their features.

“This mare,” he said, slapping the neck of a tall chestnut with a white blaze down its nose, “is River. She’s seven years old, but don’t let that fool you—she’s seasoned. Smooth gait, low stride, and endurance for days. A courier’s dream. She’ll outlast anything on four legs once you get moving. Saddle-trained, magic-trained, and smarter than most apprentices I’ve met. You treat her right, she’ll treat you better.”

He moved to the other, a sleek black gelding with a narrow build and restless eyes. “And this devil is Thorn. Lighter on the feet, faster off the mark, and twice as ornery. Not for the faint of heart. If you don’t hold your seat like you were born to the saddle, he’ll test you. But he’ll also outrun anything that isn’t flying. He’s used to the forest, too. Nimble, doesn’t panic at brush or tight turns. Perfect for scouting ahead or getting out when the road turns bad.”

Fander paused, glancing at her with something like warning. “They’re not beasts for show, girl. These are working horses. Bloodlines go back to the Canodir breeders that have all the nobles itching to buy their offspring, and they’ve been trained since foaling. If you bring them back bruised, that’s one thing. But if you bring them back broken, you'd better come ready to pay blood for blood. I wouldn’t give you this pair if it weren’t for the lord asking as a favor.”

Despite the threat, there was no heat in his voice—just absolute conviction.

He pointed to the saddlebags next. “Provisions for two weeks, including a pouch of salt, clean canvas, some grain for the horses if forage runs lean, and a couple of alchemy-treated feed bricks that’ll keep them strong if things go to shit. Bedrolls, cooking gear, flint, and a cold lantern with a good month’s charge left on it. Basic healer’s kit. Rope. Everything you’d ask for, and maybe a bit more. The saddlebags are even storage items. They’ll hold a good bit more still.”

Then he gave a snort and shook his head. “Didn’t pack a map. Figured you’d have your own by now. Or else the Lord wasted his favor.”

Arie stepped forward, her hand brushing River’s neck. The mare turned to her, ears flicking forward, curious but calm. Thorn tossed his head at her approach, watching her sidelong with a glint of challenge in his eyes.

She glanced back at Fander. “They’re perfect.”

She hadn’t ridden since before World War II, but it was like riding a bike. Once you had the skills, you never really lost them. Besides, she had spent her youth helping care for the family’s horses.

Arie had to admit, these were by far the finest horses she’d ever seen. They had good lines and looked every bit the well-bred pair that the horse-trader claimed they were.

He grunted and waved her off. “They’re alive. Keep ’em that way.”

He gestured toward the saddlebags, “The lord put something in there for you, a data crystal. I’m sure it has instructions. Probably best if you wait till you’re out of the city to open any messages.”

And with that, he turned on his heel and barked at one of the stable hands to check the shoeing on a draft team down the lane, already moving on as if she were just another chore.

Arie didn’t take it personally. Coming from a man like Fander, this level of effort was a blessing. She mounted up, gave River a soft command, and led the pair out of the yard, Thorn’s reins tied loosely to the saddle ring.

Dawn had just broken over the rooftops of Daggerport as she passed through the stable gate.

The mission had officially begun.


Chapter
Nine



She spent the first couple of hours just getting used to riding again, fully aware she’d be feeling it that evening. A century spent as a vampire had left her with a body that was lean, strong, and remarkably well-toned when she’d reverted to being human—but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t get sore or chafed from using muscles in ways everyday life didn’t demand.

Thankfully, the horses really were as well-trained as Fander claimed. Despite Thorn trying to nip at her thigh a couple of times—more out of testing boundaries than real aggression—they were a pleasure to ride. The second time he tried it, she gave him a sharp smack on the shoulder. He shook his head in surprise, clearly not expecting her to retaliate, but he got the message. No more games after that. Her little swat couldn’t hurt a horse, but her attitude and no-nonsense response were all that was needed to set him straight.

Outside the city walls, it was practically another world. The area around Fander’s stables stretched from the mountain base all the way to the river, a sprawling expanse that served as a hub for farming communities and overland caravans. It took nearly an hour of steady riding before she finally cleared the outskirts and reached the true countryside, land that no longer counted as part of the city proper.

Beyond the urban sprawl, the next five miles were mostly open fields grazed by herds of thick-bodied, bison-like beasts. Then came the forests, which claimed most of the land east of the road and stretched toward the rising mountain slopes. West of the road was a patchwork of open grazing lands and what at first appeared to be scattered homesteads—until she looked closer.

That was when she realized they weren’t just homes. They were farms, albeit unlike any she’d seen on Earth. At first glance, they looked wild and unplanned, but there was a method to it: vines twisted up the trunks of trees, ground-cover crops filled the space between, and animals grazed freely beneath the canopy. It was chaotic, but somehow productive. More layered than the rigid rows she was used to.

It wasn’t all scenery that first day. The road north was busy. Dozens of travelers moved in both directions—some alone, others in small family groups, and plenty in organized caravans. She kept her staff strapped to her back, not because she expected trouble, but because it served as a deterrent. Between that and her bearing, no one gave her grief—even when she was clearly distracted.

Not that she let her guard drop entirely. She was watching, always. But part of her attention was focused inward, working to memorize the new spells she’d received.

Lord Tynin had come through—big time.

Around midday, she stopped to stretch, eat, and give the horses a rest. While Thorn and River grazed beneath a patch of sparse trees, she dug into her saddlebags and retrieved the spell crystal. The thing was about the size of a chicken egg and faceted like a gem, its smooth surface inscribed with tiny glyphs that shimmered faintly in the light. It was warm in her palm, thrumming softly with stored power.

When she activated it, a rush of data expanded before her. There were spells, yes, but not just that. There were detailed maps of the road ahead, noting waystations, water sources, and terrain elevation. Intelligence notes marked the split north toward the frontier and a small village just beyond the fork, including the names and descriptions of locals Lord Tynin considered trustworthy.

She also found images, three of them. Dax, of course—Daxton, formally—the youngest son, and the one who might still be alive. The other two were of Lady Iloné and the elder boy, Dacian, both confirmed dead. The woman had a quiet intensity in her eyes, a strength that lingered even through the static expression of a still image. Dacian looked noble, serious, already carrying the weight of expectation. Dax’s profile, by contrast, was full of the small, essential details a mother might have noticed and a grieving father would never forget: favorite foods, nervous habits, the way he crinkled his nose when confused. If she found him, even from a distance, she’d know it was him. And if she had to talk her way past his fear and suspicion, she’d have a place to start.

But what really held her attention were the spells.

Her breath caught as she scrolled through the list, half expecting it to vanish like some too-generous illusion. Enhance Senses, Truth Sense, Message, Locate, See Hidden, Scrying, True Sight, Obfuscate, Cartographer’s Friend, Psychometry, Mental Defense… and one simply called Doom.

She let out a low whistle. “You really pulled strings for this, didn’t you, Tynin?”

It wasn’t a complete Seer Guild grimoire, not like the fat tomes the Spellswords studied—with historical commentary and layered philosophy and indoctrination into what it meant to be a guild member—but what he had provided was lean, targeted, and practical. Every spell had the potential to help her find his son. There was no fluff. Just sharp, surgical tools.

Truth Sense stood out immediately. A spell to read truth or falsehood in the words of another, with nearly flawless precision. That would be invaluable for interviewing witnesses—or interrogating captors, should it come to that.

Message was familiar in function. Similar to the speech stones, but able to connect directly to anyone the caster knew. It wasn’t limited by distance, either. That meant she could send Lord Tynin updates or call for backup in an emergency. Maybe even warn Dunc if something happened.

She paused at Locate, eyes narrowing as she read the fine script describing its parameters. It allowed the caster to home in on an object, creature, or person within a few miles—provided they were familiar with the target. That was the catch. She had pictures and descriptions of Dax, but she didn’t know if that would be enough to lock onto him. Worse, if he still had his gear, he’d likely be wearing anti-scrying charms. A child of nobility, especially one targeted by political rivals, would’ve been well-equipped.

Still… she marked the spell as a priority to practice. Just in case. If she got lucky and came within range, it could point her straight to him. For all she knew, he could be hiding in one of these caravans she passed.

See Hidden allowed the mage to pierce illusion or disguise, revealing truths meant to be concealed. Useful in theory, though she didn’t expect much magical camouflage on this trip. Scrying was the long-range cousin—allowing one to spy on a distant person or place, if the caster’s connection was strong enough. Again, it came down to familiarity. But together, the two spells formed a powerful toolkit. She could scan an area or observe a conversation from afar. As long as the target wasn’t shielded, the spell would do the rest.

She blinked at the next entry. Mental Defense. Short description. No fluff. Just: “Wards the mind against influence, intrusion, and manipulation. High efficacy. Duration: sustained.”

Well, crap. New fear unlocked! I didn’t even know it was possible to tamper with others’ minds outside of vampiric compulsion.

She lingered on True Sight. Not the same as See Hidden—this one went deeper. A person wearing a glamour would be exposed. A shapeshifter would show their true form. A werewolf wouldn’t look like a man with bad posture, but the beast they were beneath. Not just surface illusion. Truth. That could make a huge difference, especially if the kidnappers had left surprises behind like disguised trap spells, or even physical booby traps.

Obfuscate was a subtle spell, and deceptively powerful. It didn’t make you invisible, but it warped attention—nudging people to ignore your presence, or fail to overhear your words. Someone standing nearby would suddenly think of something else. Their gaze would slide right past you. Not perfect stealth, but socially engineered camouflage.

Then there was Cartographer’s Friend. At first, the name had made her snort, but the spell’s function earned immediate respect. It created a perfect mental imprint of the visible terrain and superimposed it on any physical or magical map you carried. Not just shape, but features—footpaths, elevations, recent disturbances. It didn’t just help you avoid getting lost; it helped you find where others had passed. The ultimate tool for a search mission.

She paused again at Psychometry, her gaze narrowing. This one was a rare high-tier, advanced spell, not something a journeyman could learn overnight. But if she could master it, it would let her read the past of any place she stood or object she touched. Blood stains could tell their story. Campfires could replay their conversations. She could watch the boy’s last moments at the scene of the troll ambush—if she could stomach it. Unfortunately, she doubted this one would be within her grasp during the duration of this mission. Messing with time was some complicated stuff, even if only to view past events.

Finally, she tapped on Doom. The name alone was loaded. She expected something divine or prophetic—a glimpse of death, maybe. But what she found was nastier, and far more cunning.

It was an offensive spell, one that subtly warped chance in the caster’s favor. Or more precisely, against the target. Tasks would slip. Weapons would be out of position. Enemies would trip at the worst moment or fumble a killing blow. At first, she thought it was probability-based. But the base glyphs weren’t tied to entropy or fate—they were mental. It was a curse of self-sabotage. The target wouldn’t know why, but they’d start making mistakes. At crucial moments. Over and over again.

Arie gave a low whistle and leaned back against a tree.

“Remind me never to piss off a Master Seer!”

It made Mental Defense rise to the top of her priorities list. If spells like Doom were being thrown around, she needed her mind locked down tight.

All told, Lord Tynin hadn’t just handed her useful tools. He’d given her a full battlefield kit—intel, imagery, communication, reconnaissance, even one nasty piece of mental warfare. It was more than she’d expected.

And if it helped her find the boy?

Worth every favor he’d cashed in.
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Message turned out to be the easiest spell to learn, so she started with that one. An hour later, she tried it out for the first time.

“Toman! I learned a new spell! What do you think?”

What she got back was a startled screech. “Damnit, Arie! I nearly pissed myself. Why aren’t you using a speech stone? There’s a reason we rely on those—you get a warning buzz or a tone before the message comes through. The recipient has the option to refuse. This? This is a sneak attack! I swear, I just lost a year off my life.”

She laughed. “You were in the bathroom, weren’t you?”

A suspicious pause. Then, “That’s none of your business! Now what’s going on?”

Grinning, she filled him in on the full list of spells Lord Tynin had packed into the crystal.

Toman let out a low whistle. “Dragon’s balls, Arie. That’s incredible. I’d love to take a look at those when you’re back.”

She didn’t miss a beat. “Of course I’ll let you see them—for a small, entirely insignificant fee.”

His tone flattened, though she could hear the amused suspicion underneath. “And what, exactly, is this so-called fee?”

“I want you to make me an item with one of the spells—Mental Defense. I want it active at all times now that I know it exists. With everything we’ve seen, I’m not taking any chances when it comes to mind magic.” She’d said it lightly, but she wasn’t joking in the slightest.

She could picture him even without seeing him: slow nod, brow furrowed in thought.

“That’s no fee,” he said at last. “I’ll make one for both of us. Items with mental wards exist, and they are common enough, sure, but they’re usually low-grade. Having access to the actual Seer spell will let me craft something leagues better.”

His grin practically hummed through the connection. “I bet I could make something out of half the spells on that list. Give me Enhanced Senses and I might even get you close to your old self again, at least in that department.”

She stilled at that. He meant it kindly—he always did—but the words cut deeper than he knew. She’d had the same thought. And she’d been afraid of it too. The last time she’d tried an “enhancement” spell, the disappointment had gnawed at her for days. But those had been journeyman-grade Spellsword magic. This was Adept-tier Seer work. The hope she felt now was jagged and fragile, too sharp to hold comfortably.

“I’ve got to go,” she said after a moment. “Still a lot of ground to cover before sunset, and I want to spend more time with the spellwork.”

Sensing the shift in her tone, Toman softened his own. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to hit a nerve. Go on—get back to eating trail dust. I know you’re itching to dig into the rest. Check in after you make camp or find an inn, alright?”

“Sure. I will.” She felt a flicker of guilt for ending the call so abruptly, but the truth was she needed to get moving. And she needed to know—really know—what the Enhanced Senses spell could do.

She drew a breath, steadied herself, and began to cast.


Chapter
Ten



It took her two hours to work through the spell and finally land a successful cast.

The result hit like a hammer.

For a breathless moment, the flood of information overwhelmed her. Her head split with pressure, like it was being cracked open from the inside. Every sound stabbed like a knife. The clomp of hooves on stone slammed into her skull like battering rams against a castle gate. Birds wheeling overhead called to each other with piercing clarity—every whistle, chirp, and trill was a spike in her ears. She could smell the sweat rolling off her skin and her mount’s. It burned in her nostrils. Even the dust kicked up from the road had a taste—bitter, gritty, and so strong she nearly gagged.

And then, as suddenly as it had struck, the chaos resolved. Like a blurry image snapping into crisp focus.

Her mind adapted. Old neural pathways reasserted themselves, and just like that—it was like she was a vampire again.

A leaf drifting on the breeze, three football fields away, came into focus as if it were fluttering in her hand. A rabbit tucked in the shadow of a bush—so perfectly hidden it might as well have been invisible stood out as plainly as a child hiding behind a curtain.

She let the spell run for an hour, not moving, just soaking it in. The world had gone from muted and pale to impossibly rich, every sensation layered in full color and dimension. After nearly two months of dulled senses, it was like breathing for the first time again.

It wasn’t quite as intense as her old vampiric perception—she could admit that—but it came close. And it brought gifts of its own. She could stand under the open sky without bursting into flame. And the colors… Gods, the colors. Even at her peak, she’d never seen reds and greens with such depth. Her old sight had been sharper, yes—but colder. This was warmer. More alive.

All in all, it was a trade she’d gladly make.

Here, at least, was one area where she didn’t feel lesser. That counted for more than she could say. The ache in her soul—the one that had followed her every step since her transformation—eased, just a little.

When she finally let the spell end, it was with real regret. She wanted to always keep it active. But there were other spells to learn, and limited time to master them.

She straightened in the saddle, rolled out her shoulders, and pressed on.

That hour had been lost, which meant she didn’t quite reach the next village before dark. So, she veered off the road and into a small stand of trees to make camp. With Enhanced Senses active, the dim light was no issue—her surroundings shone as clearly as they would have during a cloudy day. The patch of forest she chose showed clear signs of frequent use by travelers: flattened grass, the remains of old fires, and even a stone-ringed fire pit tucked beneath a leaning elm. Not that a mage needed fire to cook or light to see, but half the population didn’t have the mana capacity for even simple utility spells.

She didn’t need light right now, not with her senses heightened, but she couldn’t run two spells simultaneously—at least not yet. She suspected it was possible with enough mastery. Toman had once mentioned that juggling multiple spells was more art than science, something only a tiny fraction of mages ever pulled off. Still, with her mana potential, she might be one of the lucky few who could get there. The more potent your natural mana potential, the more fluid the control—at least in theory.

She sat cross-legged by the old fire pit, pulled a roast beast sandwich from her storage ring, and tried not to groan too loudly as her sore legs protested the movement. It had been a long day in the saddle, and she was already feeling every moment of it. As she ate, she mulled over something that had been gnawing at her all afternoon.

It didn’t seem fair.

Some people, like her, were born with mana so dense it practically hummed beneath the skin. Others—most, actually—would never feel a single thread of it, no matter how hard they concentrated. Heck, the whole reason this world was named Greymantle was that the top 25% of the population could naturally see magic, and to them it always looked like the sky was grey due to the mana in the atmosphere.

Back on Earth, it had been even worse. Ninety-nine percent of the human race had gone about their lives completely blind to magic, convinced it was fiction. The one percent who did know clung to it like zealots, guarding secrets, hoarding power, and acting as if they were divine gatekeepers.

Bah. She scowled and tossed a twig into the empty fire pit. No sense dredging that up. I’ve got spells to learn.

She shook off the brooding and focused on the task at hand. With her makeshift camp settled and the horses grazing peacefully nearby, it was time to dig into the rest of the spell list. Some spells had come quickly. Message and Enhanced Senses were intuitive—refinements of things she already understood. She’d picked them up during rest stops with little effort. But others weren’t so forgiving.

See Hidden was next. It was a close cousin to Enhanced Senses, designed to draw the caster’s attention to subtle anomalies—things disguised or deliberately concealed. With an hour of concentration, she managed a clean cast. The spell clicked into place like a familiar song she hadn’t heard in years.

Locate Object, however, was another matter entirely.

It dominated the rest of her night, and she still wasn’t fully comfortable with it by the time she rolled up her blanket the next morning. The principle was simple enough: find an object, creature, or person you were familiar with, within a certain radius—roughly a mile. But layering in the spatial elements was tricky. The spell wanted more than a mental picture. It demanded understanding of proximity, spatial flow, and magical resonance. It felt more like bending space than sensing it.

Two things worked in her favor.

First, her time on Earth had kept her grounded in modern science. She’d made a point of staying current—physics, technology, even culture—just to blend in as the decades rolled past. And that meant she had a working grasp of spatial theory. Wormholes. Gravity wells. Folded space. Concepts that helped her visualize the structure of the spell, even if this world’s magic didn’t map exactly onto Earth’s science.

Second, she’d already spent weeks mastering Teleportation and Echo Step. Both were complex, spatially anchored spells that required precise manipulation of folded space. Having those under her belt gave her a massive edge.

Still, even with that foundation, it took her several hours that night to get Locate Object working. It drained mana like a leech, and even when cast correctly, the result was subtle—a directional pull in her awareness, like a compass twitching toward something just out of sight.

After grooming the horses and checking their hooves, she gave the spell its first trial run.

Nothing.

No pulse, no tug, no flicker of awareness.

Not that she was surprised. A mile wasn’t much, and there was very little likelihood that Dax was even in range. Hell, she wasn’t even sure the spell would work on him at all. Pictures and secondhand descriptions might not be enough to qualify as “familiar.” Especially if he was still wearing an anti-scrying charm.

But even so—this was progress. And progress was hope.
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She was just about to mount up when the unexpected happened.

She could feel them—riders approaching from the direction of the road, headed straight for her hidden shelter.

Her hackles rose, metaphorically speaking. What possible reason would travelers have to veer a couple of hundred yards off the road just after first light? At this hour, they should be mounting up themselves, not wandering into the woods.

Still, maybe they’d ridden all night and were looking to rest during the day? Doubtful.

Maybe someone just needed to relieve themselves in private and couldn’t hold it until the next village?

Also doubtful. They were coming from the direction of the next village on her route ahead, which meant they would’ve just passed through that very village only a short time ago. Not long enough for someone to need a bio break.

All those theories went right down the toilet when she cast Enhanced Senses and picked up a whispered voice.

“How was I supposed to know the girl wouldn’t ride all the way to the village? Didna make sense, did it?”

A second voice, gruff and annoyed, growled back, “Shut up! Now we’ve got to search all these little campsites until we find her, and it’s your fault. If we’d just checked last night like I said, we’d be on our way home right now with coin in our pouches.”

A third voice, this one more refined and clipped, hissed, “Silence, both of you. The girl’s a mage, even if only half-trained. She may have warning or defensive wards in place if she’s in this wood. Be ready for anything.”

“Dragon’s balls,” Arie muttered under her breath.

They were hunting her. Someone had either betrayed Lord Tynin and was feeding information to his enemies—or someone had eyes on everyone who entered his estate. She was betting on the former. If it were just general surveillance, there’d be no reason to send people after her specifically. Unless one of his own companions had been compromised, they’d more likely assume she was just a ‘paid companion’—the polite term for sex workers in the city.

She acted instantly, swapping out her travel gear for her armor, sending her previous outfit into the storage ring with the speed of thought.

She had only seconds to decide her next move. Not enough time, not enough options. She couldn’t hide the horses, and there was no chance of escape. They were between her and the road, and they had numbers.

She shifted her staff into a spear and slipped behind a tree near the perimeter of the grove. She had no way of knowing what exactly they intended—but she could be ready for it.

She quickly cast the three journeyman Spellsword enhancements: Strength, Agility, and Stamina. Unlike her Seer spell, these altered the body directly and didn’t need to be maintained. Enhanced Senses would still have to be reactivated if she wanted the advantage of perception—it didn’t change the body, only her awareness of the world.

Once the Spellsword spells settled into her limbs, she brought her senses back online and peeked from behind the tree.

Ten riders. Seven men, three women. They looked like mercenaries—not street thugs, not bandits. These were professionals. Well-equipped, trained, and clearly expensive hired killers.

For half a breath, she allowed herself the faint hope that maybe they were here to scare her off—just intimidation. A warning to turn around. Then she saw two of them loosening swords in their scabbards and others readying weapons, and confirming her gut instinct.

Shit. They mean business, alright.

Now she really wished she’d cast her ward spells last night—temporary enchantments meant to shield against harm. She hadn’t been expecting anyone to intercept her journey, much less track her. She’d assumed her personal arsenal would be enough to deal with any random roadside threat.

She dropped the spell again, letting her senses recede back to baseline, and swapped into her stealth outfit. Then she crept into position at the edge of the trees near the main approach.

Arie hated to do it, but she left the horses tied at the center of the grove. They were bait now. The mercs would assume she was nearby—either in camp or off, taking care of personal business. If they were skilled, they’d try to surround the site and catch her by surprise.

Let them try.

With her camouflage active, they’d hopefully pass right by without spotting her. And that would give her the edge. Always control the battle.

I wish I’d learned Cartographer’s Friend, she thought bitterly. That would’ve given me a real edge with the terrain. The thought flickered by as she watched the intruders approach—slow, careful, and armed.

Still, spell or no spell, she had experience on her side. She’d picked a good ambush position—hard to spot from any angle of approach, but with a clean, open line to the center of the grove.

With the mercs still far enough out not to notice a mana pulse, she cast two more buffs: Eagle’s Focus and Dragon’s Hide.

The first sharpened her mind like a scalpel, allowing her to absorb, prioritize, and react to combat stimuli at lightning speed. It also made in-battle spellcasting dramatically easier—something even her vampiric senses had never been able to offer. The second gave her moderate resistance to most damage types, especially elemental ones. For the next twenty minutes, she’d be significantly harder to kill, at least by the mages.

Other spells might’ve helped, but that was all she had time for. Her choices were made.

All that remained now was to trust in her instincts and let experience carry her through. Magic might be new—but battle was not.

The mercenaries advanced with precision. They didn’t clump or bunch, but split into a staggered formation, approaching from multiple directions.

Unfortunate. That meant no easy group kill with a fireball or area-of-effect spell. They knew their work.

And now they were in her woods.

Time to make them regret that.

She waited, breath quiet, heartbeat steady. One of the mercenaries—a woman, and a mage from the look of her robes—came stalking past Arie’s hiding spot, eyes locked forward, oblivious to what crouched among the moss and fallen logs barely a step away.

Arie rose in silence behind her, gliding like a shadow in the woman’s wake. Before the mage could take two more steps, Arie’s hand clamped over her mouth, and her dagger offered the woman a silent, deadly smile.

There was only the faintest muffled gasp of surprise, then a gurgling rattle as Arie eased the body back down into the narrow hollow where she’d just been hiding.

Moving slowly to avoid breaking the camouflage enchantment on her outfit, she crept forward, shifting her position until she had a clear view of the clearing where she’d left the horses. She had tried to tie them to trees that offered some shelter, but time had been short. She could only hope they wouldn’t be caught in the crossfire.

A moment later, several mercenaries emerged into the clearing. Professionals—just as she’d feared.

Three formed a perimeter, eyes scanning the trees, while two moved in to inspect the campsite, clearly trying to determine her direction of travel. She could see them talking, but no sound reached her ears. Subvocal communication, likely through speech stones.

Arie scanned the woods around her, but saw no more figures approaching from her direction. That meant four of the ten were still unaccounted for. Not ideal.

But this might be her only chance. The other four would have to wait.

She pulled deeply on her mana, weaving it into the spell most likely to hit all five mercenaries at once. The pattern of her magic built steadily as she pushed the mana through it—then one of them stepped away from the group, heading toward the horses.

Damn it! If I cast now, it might jump through him and hit Thorn or River!

Instead of releasing the spell, she held it, carefully feeding it just enough mana to keep the formation intact. Too much, and it would go off. Too little, and it would fizzle.

Seconds passed.

The three on guard were shifting restlessly, their focus waning. One of the investigators was narrowing in on her trail, eyes locked to the prints where she’d stepped into the trees to ambush the mage.

Not good.

The tracker knelt by a print and said aloud, “She went this way.”

His gaze was only twenty degrees off from where she currently crouched behind the broad trunk of an ash tree. Without her stealth suit, he would have seen her instantly.

Arie held her breath.

The one near the horses turned, said something she couldn’t hear, and then shrugged, starting back toward the others at a casual pace.

But the scout—he was still approaching, slowly and cautiously. He hadn’t noticed her yet, but he would soon.

The second tracker was closing in from the opposite direction, hurrying to catch up to the others. That was what she needed.

Come on… just a little more…

Then—there!

She loosed the spell.

Lightning lanced into the nearest mercenary—the scout who had nearly spotted her—and in a blink, it jumped to the next, and the next, a chain of violent energy crackling across the clearing. Each bolt struck with the force of mana-infused electricity, searing flesh and electrocuting as it arced through their bodies.

The first scout never made a sound. His body was smoking by the time he hit the ground, cooked from the inside out.

Two more dropped hard, clearly dead. The fourth staggered, badly injured—he wouldn’t be getting up again without medical attention.

But the fifth—the tracker who’d wandered toward the horses—was luckier. The spell had weakened as it jumped, and he took only the edge of the blast. It left him stunned, blinking and swaying like he’d been hit with a shock rod.

Arie didn’t hesitate.

The instant the spell left her hands, she was already charging. Even with magically enhanced speed, she only managed three steps before the last of the lightning had discharged.

She was still halfway across the clearing from her target. The stunned tracker was blinking, trying to reorient, and she had only a few heartbeats before he found his bearings and called for help.

Experience taught her that moments like this were critical. They were the pivot points of a battle. If he recovered and activated his speech stone, the remaining mercenaries—likely including at least one more mage—would descend on her position like hounds. One fireball, and the whole grove could go up in flames.

She leaned into her sprint, Heartwood spear in hand, and launched herself forward, using a buried tree root as a springboard to propel her into a final leap.

The light of recognition flared in the tracker’s eyes—too late.

Her spear plunged into his throat, silencing him before a single word escaped.

With a violent twist and a yank, the Heartwood weapon’s unnaturally keen edge carved cleanly through, and his head snapped free, arcing away through the air.

Sliding to a halt, breath sharp in her chest, Arie spun and rushed to the dying fourth mercenary. She tore off his earrings, searching until she found the right one—his speech stone.

Lifting it to her ear, she caught the end of a transmission.

“What was that noise? Anyone, talk to me!”

A woman’s voice—she must be one of the four still outside the woods. Arie remembered her, the one who had circled right instead of joining the others in the clearing.

She pressed the stone to her lips and dropped her voice as low and gravelly as she could manage. “Got her.”


Chapter
Eleven



She didn’t bother listening for a reply. They’d be demanding details, sure, but if the ruse bought her even a few seconds, that might be enough. Four enemies left—that was a reasonable number for a fight. But she wasn’t interested in some spell-slinging brawl, hurling fireballs and lightning bolts until the forest burned around them.

She wanted to do this her way.

If she’d had intel—names, patterns, how they spoke—she might’ve turned them against each other. But she didn’t even know enough to make that strategy work.

I’ll have to do it the hard way.

She only knew where one of them was for certain: the one left behind to hold the horses for the group that had entered the woods.

Arie ran.

She moved low through the trees until she reached the edge of the copse. There, she halted, crouched in the undergrowth, and peered out.

The Wizard was easy to spot. His staff all but shouted his guild affiliation. He was mounted and tense, glancing around like he expected something to leap out at him any second. Over the speech stone, Arie could hear the remaining mercenaries calling out, trying to reach their fallen comrades.

She scanned the area. Not many of her offensive spells could reach fifty yards without risking collateral damage. Especially not when innocent animals were involved. The horses hadn’t done anything to her—they didn’t deserve to suffer.

There was one spell, though.

Not something she’d learned here, but something carried over from Earth. All high-tier spells started as basic functions, just layered with modifiers. Strip them down, rebuild them from the ground up.

Grinning, she shaped the most basic of spells: Light.

Then she began to modify it. Focused it—tight. Then tighter still.

A second modifier refined the focus even further. A third one locked the spell onto a target.

And then she dumped mana into it. A lot of mana.

Arie took a deep breath and released the spell. It was a first attempt. She’d never cast this particular version before—and she probably wouldn’t have dared without both Eagle’s Focus and her Heartwood to boost her concentration and precision.

A razor-thin beam of light lashed out, invisible in the morning sun, and punched clean through the wizard’s chest.

He screamed—a single burst of shock and agony—and then toppled from the saddle, stone dead, a smoking hole where his heart had been.

Amazingly, the horses didn’t bolt. Even more amazingly, the spell had worked better than she’d hoped.

Damn, those are some well-trained horses.

The last three mercenaries weren’t panicking, but they’d clearly realized the mission had gone sideways. She could hear them over the open channel.

“Ride for the village! The girl’s got help. Our intel was garbage—no half-trained mage could take out three-quarters of the team! Cander said there were two horses. There’s a companion we weren’t told about.”

A second voice chimed in, tight with urgency, “Regroup in the village and call in backup.”

Arie pulled out her cleaner and ran it over the wizard’s ear cuff, then slid it onto her own ear. The device still crackled softly with activity—no security lockout. That could be very useful.

She waited, watching from cover until the last three riders turned their mounts and galloped away in the direction of the village. They were separated, but all moving in the same direction as fast as their horses could carry them.

Then she moved, fast and efficient, rounding up the horses and slinging the wizard’s corpse over one of their saddles. She worked quickly, dragging the dead mercenaries into the center of the clearing, gathering their supplies, stripping valuables, preparing for the next phase.

While she worked, the speech stone buzzed to life again—and this time, she paid attention.

“We’re gonna need help. We’ve got to call them in.”

Another voice responded, irritated. “Come on. Now that we know she’s got a companion, we can set an ambush. We don’t need them mucking up our mission.”

A third voice, female, added her agreement. “I hate working with them. They’re amateurs, completely undisciplined.”

But the first speaker wasn’t having it. “That may be, but they’ve got numbers. And that’s what we’ll need. You think she and her bodyguard will just walk into the village now that they know we’re here? No. They’ll circle wide, rejoin the road north of here. We need backup before they get to Oakrest.”

A pause. Then another voice, skeptical: “How are we even going to get them here? Closest Teleporter outpost is three days from the city. Oakrest is only two.”

Arie’s brow furrowed as she listened. She didn’t know who they were yet—but apparently, they weren’t just a backup plan.

They were a wildcard. And someone had just decided to play them.

“Idiot, we can call it in now. The Lord can have men teleported to Greyfen, and they can backtrack and meet us at Oakrest. They should get there right about the same time we do—we’ve got a lead. She’s probably still back there looting Cander and the others.”

“Oh, crap. I am the idiot. Everyone shut up and stop using this channel—the girl and her bodyguard might’ve taken their speech stones. Regroup in the village.”

Well, damn. Would’ve been nice if they’d kept spelling out their plans.

Still, this wasn’t good. She’d won the fight through surprise—and a healthy dose of luck. But now they were talking about bringing in a whole company to overwhelm her. She was going to need help. At the very least, someone to keep them distracted long enough for her to slip through whatever net they threw up. They thought her goal was Oakrest, which worked in her favor. That had only ever been her backup, in case the trail turned up empty. If she could reach the trail and peel off before they spotted her, the mission wouldn’t be compromised. She could still complete what she was sent to do.

But first… she needed to loot the mercenaries. They’d come to kill her. That made everything they carried fair game. If they didn’t have designated dependents, she could even claim their bank gold. Lord Tynin would surely consider her actions legally justified and notify the bank.

It wasn’t pleasant, but she made quick work of it—collecting magical items, data crystals, and bank tokens. Most important of all: the two Heartwood foci. The wizard’s staff alone was worth hundreds of gold, even if Arie handed it over to the Wizard’s Guild rather than auctioning it. The woman she’d taken down first had clearly been trained by the Builder’s Guild—the prybar-shaped rod was a dead giveaway. Not as valuable as a proper staff, but still worth a decent amount.

She checked their saddlebags and transferred anything useful to her spare storage ring—the one she’d taken off Ewart, the assassin. Once she was done, she gathered up the horses and led them out of the clearing. Then she circled back, igniting the bodies in a tight, controlled magical flame. When it was over, all that remained was a scorched circle and piles of ash.

With the clearing emptied, she mounted up and set out for the village. The mercenaries weren’t likely to linger. They couldn’t strike at her in front of witnesses, and they were trying to beat her to the next stop. That made Harrowick, the first village, the perfect place to offload seven horses that would otherwise slow her down—together they were worth twenty to twenty-five gold marks.

As she rode, she called Toman, gave him a quick summary of what had happened, and asked him to contact Fander about sending someone to collect the horses.

He was horrified to hear she was being hunted, but she didn’t let him talk her out of the mission. She’d been in worse positions than this during her long war against the Cabal back on Earth.

Besides—now that she’d tested herself in real combat, using magic—her confidence was growing. She wasn’t up to her old standards, but the flexibility she’d gained by wielding mana more than made up for the raw physical strength and speed she’d lost.

Next, she cast Message and reached out to Lord Tynin directly.

She modified the spell to include a tonal cue announcing the call.

He responded almost immediately. “Who is this?”

“Arie. I’m sorry to disturb you, Lord. I wanted to inform you that I’ve reached Harrowick—but I was attacked this morning where I camped. Ten mercenaries, hired by an unnamed Lord. I was able to gain the advantage and killed seven, but three managed to retreat.”

Tynin’s tone sharpened. “Are you certain they weren’t simply bandits hoping for easy prey?”

Arie didn’t hesitate. “You told me yourself that real bandits rarely operate this close to the city. But more than that, I took one of their speech stones and listened in. They were reporting to a ‘Lord’—no name given—and discussed bringing in a large group of amateurs, not professional mercs. They plan to teleport them into Greyfen to cut me off before Oakrest. They don’t seem to realize I don’t actually intend to go there.”

“Hmm… that is concerning.” He fell silent for a moment, the pause heavy with calculation. Then: “It seems I have a traitor in my midst. I’d send aid, but until I identify the leak, any action I take may be compromised. Continue with the mission. Do whatever you must. If you need to hire help along the way, I’ll cover the cost. But if I send someone through official channels, it may tip our enemies off—and I fear that could bring more of them out into the open.”

Another pause. Then, more gently: “Please let me know if you have alternative suggestions. Or if you require funds.”

“No, lord. I will ride like the wind to reach the cutoff before the mercenaries and their allies can block my path. Unfortunately, I’m sure it won’t take them long to realize I will not go to Oakrest. Once they do, they will track my route. If all goes to plan, I should have a decent head start. But it means I won’t have a lot of time to search. I do have an idea to buy me more time, but I won’t ask you to be involved, as that would alert your enemies, as you suggested.”

“Very well. My pockets are deep, and my son’s life is worth more than all the gold in my House’s coffers. Just let me know what you spend and I will cover it, no matter the cost.”

The emotion in his voice tugged at Arie’s heart. “I understand. I will do what it takes, no matter what!”

They severed the connection then, and just moments later, she rode into the village, causing a stir as they saw her leading a string of eight horses. She rode right up to the only stables in the village and called out, “I need assistance!”

A stable hand ran out after a few seconds, looking sweaty from mucking stalls. “How may I serve?”

She pointed to the horses and began untying them. “Someone from Master Fander’s stables in Daggerport will arrive tomorrow or the next day to retrieve these mounts. Care for them until then, and you will receive just compensation.”

The boy was happy to do so and seemed quite competent as he took the reins of the lead horse and pulled it along and into the exercise yard, the others following.

He called out as she and her two horses began to trot away. “What’s yer name, miss?”

Arie didn’t give him one and kept riding at a trot until she was fully past the last of the houses. After that, she kicked Thorn into a fast canter. The pace would eat the miles, but preserve their stamina.

When she was a mile or two from the village, she triggered her speech stone to reach out to the one person she thought could actually help.

Olia sounded tired when she answered, “Ma… er, Arie, I just got off shift guarding the princess. I’ve been up all night. Is there anything wrong, or are you just checking in?”

She wasn’t out of breath; it was the horses doing most of the work, but the wind and motion of the horses were making talking difficult. Thorn had a smooth gait, but even so, it was a challenge.

“Actually, yeah. I could use some help. They finally sent me a task, and I’m working on it right now, but a team of mercs tried to kill me this morning, and they are calling in a big group of helpers, amateurs by the sound of it, but still. I don’t need to fight them, I just need time to complete my mission. Can I hire a squad of Spellswords, not to assist me on my task, but just to disrupt the mercs and their minions long enough to let me do my job? That wouldn’t violate the rules, would it?”

Her friend was aghast. “Seriously? I knew they would give you something difficult, but facing down a horde of enemies, even poor quality ones, shouldn’t be required. Let me go chat with Micah, and I’ll call you right back.”

Only half an hour later, Micah contacted her with Olia’s speech stone again. “Arie, what’s this I hear about mercenaries. My understanding of the task you were assigned suggested there shouldn’t be any enemies, much less dozens of them. Tell me everything.”

Relaying the story of how her morning had gone only took a few minutes. She made the report as concise as she could.

“Seven? That’s a lot for one person, even with the advantages you managed to make for yourself.” He paused in thought, then answered her original question. “Yes, you can hire a squad. That’s not against the rules whatsoever. The parameters of this mission have escalated significantly over the original intent. This was supposed to be about testing your discretion and dedication, not your combat ability against professional opponents.”

Arie went on to explain what the Mercs were planning and her own intentions. “So how many Spellswords would I need for that, and how fast can they deploy? At the speed I’m going, I’ll make it to my cutoff point by mid-afternoon.”

“Ten would be overkill for what you’ve described, but this will make a good training mission for our journeymen, so I’ll send five adepts and six journeymen. That should be more than enough to throw your opponents into chaos and keep the majority of them off your heels. The mercs probably won’t be fooled, though. If they are as professional as you describe, they may cut their losses and let their cannon-fodder face our people while they go chasing after you. Still, it should buy you some time, and I’m sure someone as resourceful as you should be able to handle three on your own even without the element of surprise.”

She chuckled in return. “Thanks, that’s all I ask. Would you mind making the arrangement? I’ll pay whatever the fee is later. Lord Tynin will reimburse me.”

“Certainly. We have a Teleporter’s circle in the Citadel, so we’ll have our people in Greyfen in an hour. They’ll get on the road south as soon as they arrive, and they’ll use spells to speed their travel. They should catch up to the group riding to intercept you before they reach Oakrest. Be well, and may your mission be successful. I am really hoping to see you in the Trials after all I’ve heard and seen of you.”

That gave Arie a warm feeling. Now she just needed to complete her mission.


Chapter
Twelve



Arie wished she had access to whatever spell manual included tricks for making long-distance travel faster. In theory, she could stack Enhanced Speed and Enhanced Endurance, but she doubted that was what Micah meant. Sure, it would boost her pace, but not without cost. Pushing their bodies that hard over long distances would leave them drained—arriving at the battlefield too exhausted to stand, much less fight.

More likely, the Spellswords had some kind of specialized spell to bolster their mounts—something to boost stamina or increase stride efficiency. It figured they would have spells beyond the basics. That only made Arie more determined to see this mission through. Once it was complete, she could take their trials and gain access to their full arsenal of techniques.

As for her own travel, it was grueling—for both her and the horses. She packed their saddlebags into her storage ring to lighten their load and switched mounts every hour to avoid overexertion. They rode just shy of a full gallop, maintaining speed without burning out too quickly. Every two hours, she stopped long enough to water and feed them.

The villages were spaced to be a day’s ride from one another for average travellers. At her pace, it would be far less than that. That strategy paid off. She covered ground swiftly and reached the cutoff by one o’clock in the afternoon—a solid hour and a half ahead of her original estimate.

In the last half hour before the turnoff, she eased their pace. No sense blazing down the road like a demon and leaving a trail of turned heads. Riding like a bat out of hell was memorable, and memorable wasn’t what she wanted. By slowing to a fast canter, she gave the horses a slight rest and lowered the odds of being noticed. As the trail appeared up ahead, she eased off the road, guiding both horses through the deepest grass near the edge. That would help obscure the signs of two mounts veering off the main route. A quick directional wind spell scattered the grass behind her, further erasing any trace.

She glanced back with a sigh. That was all she could do. It wouldn’t be enough. Eventually, they’d talk to travelers. Someone would remember seeing a lone rider in a hurry. Someone would mention it. But if she bought even a few hours, that might be enough to finish the job.

Whether or not she found the boy, she had an exit plan—flee north along the back trail, reach one of the villages past Greyfen, and teleport back to the city. With luck, she wouldn’t have to cross paths with the three surviving mercs again.

As she entered the narrow trail, she gave the nearby rocks a wistful look. She really wished she could lay traps. Something to buy more time. But the path looked well-traveled, likely by locals. That meant innocent feet. And this wasn’t some Hollywood blockbuster where the hero wrecks half a city in a high-speed chase, causing thirty car crashes and somehow still walks away the good guy.

She’d never understood how those heroes justified it. Dozens of people dead or crippled, families destroyed, all so one protagonist could escape the ‘bad guys’ and win the day.

I mean, really. Who’s the actual villain in that scenario?

She shook off the thought. Sure, she’d go far to stay alive—but risking innocent lives for a maybe? That wasn’t survival. That was crossing a line.

Once she was well out of sight, she dismounted and gave the horses a proper half-hour break. They’d earned it. She brushed them down, checked their hooves, and gave them water and grain. They were fine animals, and they deserved the care. They’d already given a lot—and they weren’t done yet.

Late that afternoon, the trail narrowed to a stretch barely wide enough for the horses, perched on the side of a cliff with a sheer drop hundreds of feet below. Arie rode River across first, trusting his footing. She stayed loose in the saddle and kept mana primed, ready to cast Levitate if they fell.

Thankfully, they didn’t.

Once past that stretch, the trail widened again, and the going was easier.

Late in the afternoon, she received a call from Olia. She wasn’t feeling up to a long conversation, so her friend just reported what was important and understood that talking right then wasn’t what Arie needed.

“Micah says the squad met the mercs’ reinforcements about an hour north of Oakrest. There was a skirmish. Our squad drove through their ranks and took station on the road between them and their destination. The squad then opened fire with ranged weapons and spells.”

Arie could hear Olia’s amusement in her voice, “The trash broke like street thugs when faced with the City Watch. There were forty of them, and the twenty-three that survived the initial engagement fled like their asses were on fire. Those three mercs won’t be getting any reinforcements, if you could even call them that.”

“Well, thank Master Micah for me. That is a big relief. Even if they were untrained scumbags, that many would have easily overwhelmed me and let the mercs take me out.”

Olia sounded proud and a little smug. “Yeah, even a full guild member adept would get buried under those numbers. Although I’m sure you would have taken out a good portion of them. Anyway, I’m glad you don't have that to worry about, at least. I know you are tired, so call me tomorrow and let me know how it’s going. Or whenever you kill those last three.”

Her friend’s confidence in her warmed Arie’s heart. There wasn’t any question in Olia’s mind that she would prevail.

With that out of the way, she also called Toman to let him know she was still alive, but the conversation wasn’t much longer than that. He did assure her that Fander would retrieve the mercenary’s horses and make her a fair offer.

By nightfall, she still hadn’t reached the troll valley, but she didn’t stop. Not when she could use the darkness to widen the lead she had. With Enhanced Senses active, the trail was clear as daylight to her. The horses didn’t have that luxury, so she dismounted and led them on foot, one rein in each hand. They stumbled now and then, but without her weight on their backs, the risk of a serious injury was low. When needed, she cast small, focused lights to help them see trickier sections.

The walk was slow, and the fatigue from the day’s push was beginning to set in—for all three of them. Even with breaks, they were running on fumes. Still, they kept going. And just before midnight, they arrived.

She recognized the place immediately from Lord Tynin’s description. A steep valley, with the trail halfway up the face of the slope. The opposite mountain loomed close, its stone scarred where the trolls’ cave entrances had once been. Whoever had taken them out hadn’t just killed them—they’d collapsed the lair afterward, sealing it off completely.

Below, at the bottom of the ravine between the mountains, bones were scattered across the rocks.

This was the spot.

She backtracked a short way until she found a place suitable for camp. She unsaddled the horses, tied them securely to a tree, gave them their final feed and water, and rubbed them down. As for herself—she didn’t bother with the tent. She unrolled a blanket, dropped to the ground, and hoped it wouldn’t rain.

Fortunately, the night passed without incident.

Exhausted though she was, she’d set wards before lying down. They held, and she didn’t stir until the morning sun lit the sky.
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The first thing Arie did the next morning—after tending to the horses—was take the trail across to the far side of the valley. She wanted to get the horses to the other side so they would be safe if there was a confrontation with the mercs. Also, having them there would position them to make a run for it if things went badly.

She activated See Hidden as she walked, her focus narrowed to one purpose: find evidence of Dax.

As it turned out, the spell was a tracker’s dream. With it active, signs of human passage practically lit up before her. Even faint disturbances in the dirt or the broken pattern of bent grass stood out. She could clearly see where boulders had been hurled across the ravine, smashing into this side of the trail. It didn’t take long for her to realize that the trolls had used a brutal tactic—throwing rocks to crush travelers or knock them off the path and send them plummeting into the ravine.

And people had died here. The blood was long gone, washed away by rain and time, but the signs remained. Bone fragments. Bits of weathered gear. Deep gouges in stone. She saw at least a dozen places where people, or horses, had fallen. Scuff marks near the trail’s edge showed where hooves had scrabbled desperately for purchase. One spot chilled her: a man-sized hand had clawed at the edge, leaving four shallow scratches on the stone before letting go.

That one was recent. Maybe even from the kidnappers.

By the time she reached the far end of the valley, she was thoroughly disturbed—and incredibly relieved the trolls no longer called this place home. Their caves, high on the opposite side, gave them the perfect angle for their attacks.

She shook her head, disgusted. Damn good ambush site. No wonder the monsters had settled here.

When the trail curved through a small thicket at the far end of the valley, Arie tied off her horses and set a defensive ward to shield them—and mask any sound or smells they might make. Just because this group of trolls was gone didn’t mean other trolls or worse things weren’t roaming these mountains.

See Hidden still showed signs of large humanoids having passed through this area more recently than the cave collapse. For now, the wards would have to do. She needed to search the ravine floor.

However, what worried her most was the possibility of the three mercs showing up while she was down below. If they reached the trail and found her in the valley, they could use the same high ground advantage the trolls once did, and rain boulders down on her. She had spells, yes, but how would she know when they arrived? Odds were, it’d be at the worst possible moment.

The smart move was obvious: don’t go into the valley. Lay an ambush of her own and wait for them to arrive.

But that led to another problem. If she were in their shoes, and seven of her team had been killed—by someone they thought would be an easy target—and their backup plan had failed…

I’d report to my employer. The real question was: what would the employer do?

She was still thinking it through as she walked back across the valley to the side where the attack had originally taken place.

The answer depended on how invested the nameless enemy was in stopping Lord Tynin. If they knew exactly what this mission was about, they might throw everything they had into stopping it. But if they didn’t know the details—if they only knew that Tynin had sent someone into this region for an unspecified purpose—they might be more hesitant.

After all, they’d sent killers to intercept a lone woman. That meant it mattered. But the mercs hadn’t known about the cutoff trail, so they clearly lacked full intel.

And that meant she couldn’t predict what would happen next. It could go either way. Heads—they cut their losses. Tails—they doubled down and sent in a larger group of professionals to clean up the mess.

Either way, she was willing to bet the three remaining mercs had been ordered to scout ahead, report in, and kill on sight if they found her. It’s what she would do if she were running an op like this.

She also knew they had at least one mage—a careful one. Whether or not she was truly clever remained to be seen, but she’d demonstrated caution and a willingness to stay at range. Arie had to assume she’d be planning to cast from a distance and avoid direct engagement.

That didn’t give Arie much to go on, but it was enough to decide her next move. She had to take them out—before they got a chance to take her by surprise.

The clock was already ticking. Reinforcements, if called, would need at least a day to arrive—even if they rode through the night. More realistically, a day and a half. But the mercs had realized their plan had failed late yesterday afternoon.

That meant she had between twelve and twenty hours before more enemies might show up.

She had to be out of the valley before sundown.

Without another thought, Arie started jogging toward the valley entrance.

She had preparations to make.


Chapter
Thirteen



One good thing about this situation was that—magic aside—it was exactly the kind of scenario she excelled at. Arie had spent a hundred years performing covert operations, many of which involved sneaking into and attacking mountain strongholds.

Or fleeing through them afterward. This was her terrain. She knew how to set ambushes in country like this.

Better still, she had an ideal ambush site. Her camp from the night before lay just before the valley, and both her own tracks and those of her horses were plain as day. Fresh, obvious, and impossible to miss. They’d see it, and they’d come sniffing.

First, she laid down inconspicuous offensive wards just outside the camp, one on each side of the trail. After that, she worked her way into the woods behind the clearing and placed several more in likely choke points and fallback zones. Then she added a few on the valley-facing side, covering every angle. If all went well, the mercs would walk straight into a ring of traps.

Next came her blind—a small hiding place she threw together with natural cover and a bit of magic, just enough to disappear into the landscape. With her camo suit, they wouldn’t spot her until she moved–not unless they had Seer magic to detect her.

The spot gave her a perfect view of the trail and the clearing. She set a defensive ward on the blind itself, just in case.

Last, she added a simple physical trap. A thin tripline stretched ankle-high across the trail just where it exited the cover of trees and stepped out onto the open mountainside. If someone charged through in a hurry... well, they were in for a rough landing. That first step was going to be their last one.

There was more she would’ve liked to do—so much more—but time wasn’t on her side. She had just finished settling into her makeshift hunting perch when her enhanced hearing picked up movement. Voices, drifting faintly through the dense underbrush.

They were close.

“I told you we should’ve kept going last night. She didn’t stop, now she’s got ten, twelve hours on us. Who knows where this damned trail leads?” A man’s voice, tense and frustrated.

A woman snapped back, “Well, at least it really is just the girl. Our contact in Harrowick said she passed through alone, leading our team’s horses. Little bitch.”

Then came the cool, measured tone of the leader—the same one Arie had heard during the attack, speaking through their comm channel. “If she’s running scared, then we’ve got her. She’ll be exhausted and making mistakes. She’ll have to stop sooner or later, and when she does, we’ll close in.”

They were getting closer.

“I think she pulled off up ahead,” the woman added. “That thicket would make a good camp. Maybe the little bitch didn’t ride through the night after all.”

“Quiet, then. Maybe she’s still asleep,” the first man offered.

The leader sighed, clearly annoyed. “Idiot. Do you see or hear any horses? The brush isn’t that thick. Let’s take a look—see if we can tell how long ago she left.”

Arie stayed motionless, drawing in slow, controlled breaths. Her combat buffs were already active, cast the moment she’d heard them approaching. Now, all she had to do was wait—and hope. Hope the mage didn’t see through her setup. Her wards weren’t subtle, and someone with the right training could spot the flows of magic. But she’d placed them carefully, mostly behind rocks and half-hidden tree trunks. With luck, they’d go unnoticed.

“Go check her tracks,” the leader said. “It’s still early—barely past dawn. If she cooked a hot breakfast, the stones might still hold heat. Sun won’t crest these peaks for another two or three hours. She could’ve left minutes ago. Move.”

The lower-ranked man rode into view, dismounted, and stepped into the camp. He crouched, examining the ground.

Arie began preparing her spell. It was a refined version of the one she’d used yesterday morning—similar framework, but with a key modification designed for just this sort of encounter. It should work beautifully. Should. She’d find out in a moment.

A flicker of amusement crossed her mind. It was almost the same time of morning they’d attacked her last camp.

Seriously. You’d think they’d learn.

Then the mage stepped into view.

That was the one she’d been waiting on. The real threat. The one who could cast from range, who might have shielding or teleportation or gods knew what else. The mage had to go down first.

Arie narrowed her eyes, studying the woman’s Heartwood. It was a wand—unremarkable, sleek. That might mean Teleporters Guild, but it seemed unlikely. They were the only one of the Big Ten guilds known to carry wands as a standard, and this woman didn’t have their look. More likely, she was from one of the dozens of smaller guilds, less prestigious but still dangerous.

Didn’t matter. Arie had a job to do.

The woman’s back was to her, but the third mercenary was hanging back, out of position. Arie wouldn’t have a good shot at him. He was definitely smarter than his companions.

She couldn’t wait any longer. Any second now, the first man would mount back up, and she wanted to hit them before that happened. It would make things easier.

Arie poured even more energy into the spell than she expected it would need. Apparently, it was enough to tip off the mercenary mage. She must have felt it, as she was already twisting in her saddle, mouth opening to shout a warning.

Arie’s spell finally triggered.

A beam of invisible light lanced across the short distance and punched through the woman’s armor. Because she was mid-turn, the angle wasn’t ideal, but it didn’t matter. An infrared laser beam at that power was nothing to sneeze at. The cost to cast it was insane—but so was the output. The top half of the woman’s torso was cleaved away in a single clean line, like she’d been bisected by an invisible giant swinging a greatsword.

Even with all her experience—all the death Arie had seen and caused—that one was up there with the worst.

But there was no time to dwell.

The leader was already screaming, so she triggered the wards behind them on the trail.

Flash-bangs. They did a little damage, but their main purpose was confusion—spooking the horses, muddying direction, masking her position.

The mage’s horse, smelling blood and suddenly not receiving any commands from what was left of its rider, panicked and bolted toward the valley.

Arie triggered the next pair of wards—closer this time, bracketing the leader.

He was bellowing now, barking orders to his companion to mount up and ride. The unmounted man was shouting back that it was an ambush.

No shit, Captain Obvious, Arie thought, lips twitching in grim amusement.

She would’ve loved to fire the laser again, but it wasn’t practical. Too much time to cast, too much mana. Instead, she charged forward—only three steps from the trail.

The mage’s horse reached the rope trap just as Arie hit the edge of the clearing. The beast caught the tripline, stumbled, and tumbled off the edge into the ravine. Arie didn’t spare it a glance. Her eyes were locked on the leader.

He was spurring forward, trying to escape the explosions behind him.

She triggered the flanking wards near the old campsite.

That’ll hold the henchman’s attention.

Sure enough, the man had drawn steel and was spinning in place, eyes scanning, head snapping left and right, completely lost.

The leader, to his credit, whipped his head the opposite direction—away from the camp—eyes narrowing in suspicion.

Just in time to see Arie.

She leapt.

Spear thrust aimed straight for his heart.

To Arie’s magically enhanced senses, the moment stretched. The man’s face twisted in shock, eyes going wide in slow motion. His right arm began to rise to intercept—but it was like watching someone move through syrup.

Too slow.

The wickedly sharp Heartwood spearpoint drove through his chest like the armor was paper.

Arie didn’t pause. Martial training overruled instinct. Even as the man’s heart ruptured, she twisted the shaft and yanked it back, immediately driving the tip into his throat.

Overkill. But she didn’t take chances. Especially not with the clever ones.

The leader’s horse galloped on, his body still in the saddle, feet stuck in the stirrups. Arie turned to face the last of them.

The henchman.

He was still facing the camp, sword up, body tense, searching for the phantom attacker he thought was hiding in the trees.

She triggered the final pair of explosions.

The horse cleared her line of sight just as they went off, giving her an open path to the man.

He turned instinctively toward the sound, raising his guard in that direction.

He never saw her.

For a split second, she hesitated. Killing him in combat was one thing. But the opportunity to take him alive dangled in front of her. He might know something—whether reinforcements were coming, what their orders had been, who else might be involved.

But then what? Bind him? Interrogate him? Kill him after?

The old her—Mara the vampire—wouldn’t have hesitated. She would have Compulsed him, drained him dry, and walked away stronger for it.

But Arie wasn’t that person anymore. She didn’t want to be.

It felt cleaner this way. Killing him in the heat of battle, when he was still a threat. Such as it was.

A blade through the back wasn’t honorable—but neither was being dead because she’d hesitated.

She wasn’t some storybook hero.

Aware of the irony that she was killing him now because it was technically in the heat of battle, despite his back being turned, she drove the spear through his heart from behind.

The man dropped like a stone. Dead before he hit the ground.

However, it was his horse that almost proved Arie’s undoing.

The beast was in a full-blown panic, rearing up as the scent of blood and the echoes of explosions filled the campsite. It lashed out, hooves slashing the air.

Only by the skin of her teeth—and a burst of Enhanced Speed—was she able to throw herself aside. Even so, one iron-shod hoof clipped her shoulder mid-dive, sending a jolt of pain through her as she hit the ground and rolled. She was going to have a hell of a bruise from that.

She cursed, pushing up to her feet on the far side of the small camp just as the animal chose flight over fight. It bolted downslope toward the valley mouth, eyes wild.

And like its two predecessors, it struck the rope trap and tumbled into the ravine.

The screams that followed turned her stomach.

She’d trained herself not to flinch at death, not after a century of war, espionage, and black ops. But this wasn’t clean. This wasn’t combat. This was horror. Those noble beasts hadn’t deserved to die like that.

Still gasping from the pain in her shoulder, she forced herself to check the mercs. One by one, she verified they were dead—because you didn’t live for over a hundred years in her line of work without double-checking your kills.

But the horses…

Every shriek from below was a fresh knife in her gut.

She hadn’t wanted this. The rope had been a fallback, a way to trip pursuers if she’d needed to retreat. She’d never expected her ambush to unfold quite like this. The horses were just collateral.

Unacceptable.

With shaking fingers, she powered up the simpler version of her Laser spell and turned her focus downslope. One by one, she ended their suffering as quickly and humanely as possible.

“Damn those mercs,” she muttered. “Turning me into a horse killer. If you weren’t dead already, I’d kill you just for that.”

She moved through the camp with cold efficiency, looting the henchman and what was left of the mage. Bile rose in her throat when she pulled their bodies together into the campsite. She cast a flame spell to reduce them to ash.

“Holy crap,” she whispered, swallowing hard. “That Laser spell is not for the weak of stomach.”

Next, she retrieved her rope, dismissing it into storage. That done, she cast Levitate and glided down into the ravine.

It was worse up close.

The horses had died ugly. Bones shattered, bodies broken. That hit her harder than the dead mercs. They had signed up for this life and knew this could happen. The horses hadn’t. She separated them with care, levitating each into a single spot and forming a small resting place away from the mercs.

They deserved better. But this was all she could give.

She incinerated the horses, too. No point in leaving the bodies to draw scavengers. Trolls, in particular, had a keen nose for blood and death. She wasn’t about to invite more trouble to this cursed little valley.

When it was finally done, she was stunned to see it was still only a couple of hours past dawn. The sun wouldn’t reach this part of the valley for a while yet.

Good. That gave her maybe ten hours to investigate, do what needed doing—and get the hell out.

She switched back to her travel outfit, ready to get started.


Chapter
Fourteen



Her initial investigation took a full hour—an exhausting walk from one end of the ravine to the other while running See Hidden. It didn’t give her the answer she’d hoped for, but it did provide a painfully clear picture of what had happened here.

As expected, the trolls had spent a lot of time climbing down to retrieve their kills. Anything they didn’t want—trash, broken gear, shredded remains—got tossed into the ravine. That made the search tedious, but she ignored the general refuse and focused on anything that might be child-sized. Thankfully, she found no remains. No human bones that looked too small.

Unfortunately, that didn’t guarantee they’d never taken a child. Just that no one young had ended up at the bottom. Or rather, that no child’s remains had been discarded down here.

She wished—sorely—that she could cast Psychometry. That spell would let her see what had happened on that fateful day in perfect detail. She wouldn’t need to crawl around in the rubble. Wouldn’t need to sift through horror and guess at context. She’d know. Everything. But that spell was far too advanced. Even if she spent the next nine hours doing nothing else, she wouldn’t have a prayer of making it work. Maybe if she had a week. Maybe.

Her first option had turned up nothing. Her best option wasn’t even on the table. And she was running out of time. If she had a month—or even a week—maybe she could comb through every pile of bones and debris and slowly piece together the full story. But she didn’t have a week. She had one day. Less, really. She had to be gone before sunset.

With no better idea, she called Toman. First, she gave him the update on the mercs. Then, she filled him in on what she’d done in the ravine.

“So that’s where I’m at. This is definitely the valley the kidnappers died in. It matches the description too closely to be a coincidence. All the physical evidence lines up. I even found what’s left of their gear—several saddles and fragments of saddle bags. Of course, everything useful’s been torn to shreds or eaten. The trolls got to it all. Still, I loaded their saddlebags and contents into my storage just in case they might be useful in figuring out who was responsible later.”

“Well, at least you’re still breathing,” he said. “Would be a shame to come home empty-handed, but you could always learn that high-tier spell and go back later. Might even get something conclusive. Honestly, I don’t know why Lord Tynin didn’t just hire a real Seer to begin with.”

She appreciated the concern. Toman was trying to be practical. But she’d already thought that part through, and so had Tynin. The man wasn’t stupid. He was desperate.

“He can’t,” Arie replied. “I’m the best he could get. Honestly, I’d be shocked if he hadn’t already hired a Seer. He did say he sent a team already, but they suffered an ‘accident’. Someone’s working against him. I mean, they sent a kill team of ten after me—and I’m a nobody, unaffiliated. Imagine what they’d do to someone with actual standing in one of the Guilds. It must have cost a lot to make them suffer that ‘accident’ on the road before they even got to the turn off.”

She heard the sharp inhale on the other end as the implications hit him. “That means there’s almost definitely another team coming. And this one’ll be worse than the first.”

“Yeah,” she said quietly. “I’ve come to the same conclusion—right about the time I was elbow-deep in gully bones. This is my only shot. My only window. And it’s closing fast. If I had the time to study that spell properly... but I don’t. It’s one of the most complex out of every spell I’ve gotten my hands on so far. It’s right up there with Teleportation. I don’t even have the background to understand half of what it requires, let alone cast it on short notice. Time is even harder to wrap my brain around than space.”

She regretted that part the most. She didn’t have the time. It had already been too long. The boy’s odds of survival were slim to begin with. Another month? It would be hopeless.

“Then just run,” Toman said. “Take the trail back to the main road. Wear one of your disguises. Disappear.”

He meant well. She knew he did. But he didn’t understand.

“That won’t work,” she said. “They’ll have a tracker. Probably a damn good one. They’ll follow my trail, and they’d spot someone riding the same two horses going the other direction. It’s too obvious. And I’m not abandoning River and Thorn. They’ve done everything I’ve asked and more. They’re good horses. Too good to be left behind in this wilderness.”

She paused, then added, “I’ll head north. This trail empties out somewhere a day or two north of Greyfen. If things go completely to hell, I can try the Teleport spell—but that means leaving the horses. And I won’t do that unless I absolutely have to.”

Toman sounded uneasy. “You’ve never cast that spell before. That’s a big gamble to stake your life on. It took me months just to work up the nerve to enchant my emergency teleport item.”

Arie appreciated the concern, but there wasn’t time to dwell on it. “Listen, I’ve got to go. There’s one more thing I can try. It’s a long shot, and it might only lead me to his bones—if that—but it’s worth a shot. I’m going to cast Locate. I swear, if it turns up nothing, I’ll run immediately and put some distance between me and whoever might be on my trail.”

“Alright. Call me once you know for sure.”

She heard what he wasn’t saying. Because I’ll be worried sick.

With a smirk, she teased, “Alright, mother. I’ll let you know.”

She ended the connection and stood up, scanning the ravine. The cliffs rose steeply on both sides—no quick exits. The drop at the entrance to the valley was sheer, easily between a hundred and fifty to two hundred feet. At the far end, though, the slope gentled out, tapering to maybe fifty feet. And maybe—just maybe—a nimble kid could’ve climbed out from there.

With that thought, she made her way toward the shallowest climb and positioned herself near the base. If this worked, it might tell her a grim truth. But a truth was still better than nothing.

Before casting the spell for real, she wanted to test it on something she knew would work. She focused on Thorn.

The result was immediate. A strong, vibrant sense of direction snapped into her awareness. Not visual—just an intuitive pull, like playing a game of magical hot-and-cold. She could sense both distance and elevation, and she knew instantly that Thorn was above her and about a hundred feet to the east.

“Good. That’s what success feels like.”

Now came the real test.

With a deep breath and a knot tightening in her stomach, she cast the spell again—this time focusing on Dax, clinging to every detail she had memorized. What he’d worn that day. The curve of his smile. The way his nose crinkled when he grinned—she summoned it all.

The result was… strange. Faint. Instead of a sharp tug, she got a barely-there pull—just enough to register—and not in the direction of the troll caves like she half expected, but up toward the trail where her horses waited.

That made no sense. If Dax were alive and in range, the signal should’ve been strong, just like with Thorn. If he were dead, she assumed it would point to the troll caves, where his bones might still lie. And if he were out of range, she shouldn’t have gotten anything at all.

But this was something. Faint. Subtle. Not what she expected.

She followed the pull up the rocky slope, moving slowly, carefully scanning her surroundings. Just before reaching the top, she spotted it—a scrap of fabric, caught on a jagged outcrop. It looked like the torn hem of a shirt.

Arie’s breath caught. She freed the fabric and scrambled up the rest of the way.

At the top, where the cliff faces narrowed and met, she paused and looked back down. If the trolls had caught Dax, they would have taken him straight up to their lair. That much seemed obvious—the path was well-worn, and there were signs of frequent use.

But not here. Not at this end. Not recently.

She dropped the Locate spell and cast See Hidden, looking back down the slope she had just climbed. There were faint signs of troll movement, but they were old—months at least, maybe more.

Arie could only think of one reason that could be the case: Dax had escaped. Somehow, in the chaos, he’d avoided the trolls and climbed out on his own.

She could picture it now—a scene of screaming men, panicked horses, chaos, and blood. In the middle of it all, a terrified child crawling away from the worst of the carnage, inching toward the only possible escape.

It wasn’t just plausible. It was likely.

Arie swept her gaze forward, still using See Hidden to search for tracks now that she knew what to look for. An eleven-year-old wouldn’t leave much sign. Small, light, careful. Worse, her own approach—with two horses—had probably trampled over any hint of his passage.

She cursed and began circling outward, looking beyond the area where she and the horses had passed through.

What she found was both promising and frustrating.

Instead of following the trail, Dax had gone off-road—squeezing through a dense patch of underbrush, then scrambling over a low rise and disappearing into another, narrower valley beyond.

A valley with no trail. No way forward for River and Thorn.

“Dragon’s scaly balls,” she muttered. “I’m going to have to leave them behind.”

It was possible—barely—that she might find Dax quickly and still return in time to escape before her pursuers caught up. But it was a gamble, and it would mean abandoning her horses for at least a little while.

And she hated that.

But she doubted it. From what she could see over the hilltop, the terrain on the other side was far gentler, not nearly as treacherous as the troll valley. If the boy hadn’t been seriously injured in the chaos, he could’ve covered a good distance before running into any real obstacle.

Why had he chosen this route? Her mind filled in the answer almost immediately. Logically, the boy had only three options. He could try to go back the way they had come, but that led past the trolls who were surely still actively swarming all over the valley, collecting their prizes. He could go forward down the trail, but that was the way his kidnappers had been going, so he would surely have been afraid of where the trail might lead.

So he had chosen the one route that he must have thought was safer. Never mind that moving deeper into the mountains was a bad idea. He had just suffered tremendous trauma. He was probably running on instinct rather than thinking logically.

Arie sighed.

There wasn’t much she could do. She had a mission, and the horses would have to stay behind. If her pursuers arrived before she returned, they’d likely take River and Thorn—but they wouldn’t mistreat them. They’d be fine. Her real concern was wild beasts, or worse, more trolls. Still, she’d done what she could—setting wards to mask the horses’ presence.

Just to be safe, she added a ring of offensive wards around the perimeter. If someone did come snooping, they’d get a nasty surprise—and maybe, if she was close enough, the sound would tip her off. Sound traveled well in the mountains, after all.

Before she left, she made sure the horses had enough feed and water from her storage. Fander had packed a collapsible basin just for this sort of thing. Bless that old horse-trader.

Checking the time, she saw it was just shy of noon. The sun had crested the peaks overhead a while ago, pouring golden light into the ravine and pushing back the deep shadows. Perfect timing to try to track a missing child.

Climbing the ridge, she called both Olia and Toman to update them—and to let them know she’d be leaving the horses behind.

“Listen, Olia, if something happens and I don’t make it back to them, please send one of the Spellswords to recover them, but let them know about the wards so they don’t get hurt.”

Olia’s voice was sharp. “Don’t talk like that! You’ll make it out—even if you have to hike all the way back to the city.”

Arie chuckled. “That’s not what I meant. I’m not being grim. Just realistic. If I don’t get back before sunset, I can’t risk retracing my steps. There might be more mercs on my trail. I’ll have to go cross-country back to Daggerport.”

“Oh. Right. That makes more sense,” Olia admitted, subdued.

“Anyway, I’ve got to go quiet now. I’m heading into the next valley, and there are troll signs here too. I’ll call when I know more—or at least check in after sunset.”

“Thanks. Be safe. You’ve already done something incredible.”

The call ended, but Arie wasn’t so sure. Was it a success yet? If Lord Tynin learned his son had survived the initial fall and the troll attack, he’d send an entire company of Spellswords into the mountains to retrieve the boy, even if it meant bankrupting House Tynos.

But what would the person behind the kidnapping do then? Would they actually risk open war to stop it? Probably not. But they might seize the chance to undermine Lord Tynin politically—use it to claim he’d lost focus on city affairs, stoke fear, stir dissent.

She didn’t know enough about Daggerport’s noble politics to guess how far they’d go.

Tilting her face toward the sun, she opened her map. Based on her distance from the main road, she was getting deep into the mountains now. How far before she crossed into Dwarven territory? She’d heard the dwarves didn’t take kindly to outsiders crossing uninvited.

If Dax had strayed that far, he might be in danger from a very unexpected direction—one that should’ve been an ally.

Shoving the thought aside, she focused on the task at hand. The trail was cold—more than two months old. Lord Tynin hadn’t given an exact date, but she didn’t think it could have been more than three months ago. Either way, the boy’s passage had left almost no trace.

Arie wasn’t a trained tracker, but See Hidden gave her an edge, and she felt confident she was heading in the right direction.

Halfway through the new valley, she cast Locate again. Like before, it gave her that frustrating in-between result—no strong pull, but a faint sensation that she was on the right path. Like with the cloth scrap earlier.

The valley twisted and curled around the base of a mountain spur before ending abruptly in a U-shaped canyon. A dead end.

If Dax had come this way—and it looked like he had—then he’d have been trapped. The only way out was up, and he wasn’t a mage.

Worse, the farther she hiked into the canyon, the more signs of trolls she saw. The boy had wandered straight into danger. Out of the frying pan and into the fire.

As she passed the mouth of the canyon, she cast Locate again.

Same result—still just that weak, irritating tug. It was stronger now, but only barely. Somewhere near the base of a steep black cliff face.

A cliff face riddled with caves.

A sense of unease crept up her spine. If the boy had gotten that far, how had he survived? Still, there was one hopeful sign—she didn’t feel the unmistakable tug she would’ve expected if his remains were nearby.

There was a possible explanation for that… but she didn’t want to think about it.

Even so, her mind couldn’t help conjuring images of the gnawed, half-chewed bones she’d seen in the other valley.

She pressed on, forcing herself to focus. Two hours passed. She paused for a quick break, snacked, then swapped into her armor and checked her gear. Shield talisman secured, spear in hand.

The signs were undeniable—trolls had been here recently. Some tracks were less than a day old.

She gripped her spear tighter and kept moving.

Casting Locate again, she felt the tug grow slightly stronger. She was close now. Whatever it was—whatever the spell was locking onto—it was near.

One thing didn’t add up.

With all the troll signs around her… why hadn’t she seen any yet?

Damn it, Arie! You did NOT just think that!


Chapter
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As if summoned by her very thought, a rock slammed into her shield and ricocheted off to the side, smashing into the ground like a runaway truck. Only the automatic response of the shield item had kept her alive.

Even so, the impact was brutal enough to shove her back a few steps. Her shoulder already throbbed from that horse kick earlier—this hit had only added insult to injury. If the rock had connected cleanly? She didn’t even want to think about it.

She still had See Hidden active, so when she focused, the troll responsible popped instantly into view, bright and unmistakable like someone had painted it neon yellow.

Worse, she spotted others peeking out from cave mouths, heads swiveling as they scanned for movement.

The troll who had thrown the rock just stood there, frowning in confusion, clearly puzzled why she wasn’t a splatter on the canyon floor.

It gave her an opening.

No time for clever tricks. Arie focused on the laser beam spell. Without Eagle’s Focus, forming the pattern was harder—more strain, less clarity—but she pushed through.

Just in time.

The troll had figured out she wasn’t going to conveniently die and had bent to grab another boulder. As it began to rise, her beam carved straight into its torso.

She didn’t let up. Instead of cutting the mana, she controlled the light like a blade, dragging it upward until the creature dropped in a heap, smoke rising from the scorched line etched into its body.

The result was effective—but loud as it screeched at top volume before dying.

Guttural shouts echoed across the canyon as trolls bellowed and howled, calling to each other from their dens.

Time to go!

Arie turned and ran, casting Enhanced Speed even as her boots pounded the dirt, then layered Enhanced Endurance on top. It took long minutes of running at top speed, but she made it around an outcropping she hoped would break line of sight.

Leaning against the sun-warmed stone, she caught her breath. The endurance boost helped her recover quickly. She slipped into her stealth gear—meant for woodland terrain, but the muted colors would serve her well enough in this canyon.

As much as she hated to, she needed to go back. Somewhere in that ravine, Dax had left a trace. Why he wasn’t registering as dead, she didn’t know—but there was something important there, and she had to find it.

Careful and silent, she crept away from the rocky shelter—only to spot nearly a dozen trolls lumbering toward the spot she’d vanished from.

She paused.

Could they really be that dumb?

Apparently, yes. Instead of spreading out to search, they bottlenecked at the turn around the outcrop, tripping over one another in their eagerness to be first to the prize.

Arie’s lips curled in a wicked grin.

Well, if you're going to serve yourselves on a silver platter, who am I to deny you?

She held perfectly still and began forming a spell she’d practiced countless times but never dared to use. Too many fantasy stories back on Earth had inspired her to create her own version once she’d learned real magic. Oddly, it hadn’t shown up in any of the Spellsword basics.

No matter. She had prepared for this.

Channeling a staggering amount of mana into the spell pattern, she shaped it carefully. The core structure was similar to a spell she’d cast a few times recently, but this version carried a few important modifications.

The trolls were still arguing, fighting over a meal that didn’t exist.

For a moment, she almost felt bad about what she was about to do.

Almost.

When the spell had absorbed every drop of mana she could push into it, she unleashed it.

A small, compact orb of fire shot from her hand—barely the size of a clenched fist. It looked unimpressive, easy to overlook, and none of the trolls even noticed it until it landed at their feet.

WOOMPH.

A fireball erupted, blooming into an inferno nearly fifty feet wide, searing the canyon with the heat of a Dwarven forge.

Well. Might’ve overdone that a bit.

It was her first time casting it, and she hadn’t known how much mana would be too much—so she’d erred on the side of excess.

For a heartbeat, the canyon glowed as if a second sun had ignited.

When the light faded, the trolls were gone. All that remained were blackened skeletons inside a scorched and smoldering ring.

She didn’t wait. There were probably more trolls deeper in the cave system, and she didn’t want to be around when they arrived.

She sprinted toward her original destination. More trolls were emerging—ones and twos, drawn by the sound and light of her fireball. She counted five more as she moved.

With any luck, the chaos would make the rest of her job a little easier.

A few minutes later, she made it back to the troll dens. Three of them remained, standing guard outside the caves, but they didn’t notice her stealthy approach. At the moment, they seemed more interested in tearing into the carcass of an elk than in watching for intruders. These were the biggest trolls she’d seen yet—each one broader and more heavily muscled than the last batch.

They were close enough for another fireball, but Arie didn’t want to draw the others back to the caves. If she could help it, she’d rather do her job and get out clean. She’d been hired to find a lost child, not clean up a local infestation—no matter how much the trolls deserved it. Besides, a fireball might eliminate whatever trace Dax had left here.

Fortunately, she had another option. One spell in particular came to mind. It could kill from a distance and leave her position undetected.

Arie began casting the infrared laser version of what had become her second-favorite attack spell.

She gave a quiet chuckle. Lasers were great for single targets, but fireballs? Fireballs were just so damn satisfying.

Still, this moment called for subtlety. She kept channeling.

Like the fireball, this spell took a lot of mana—maybe more—since she’d modified it to be continuous rather than a single burst. That way, she could eliminate all three trolls without having to re-cast.

Back on Earth, trolls had always been said to hate fire. Apparently, that much had been true.

The beam struck the largest troll first, burning straight through its thick hide in barely a second. It let out a strangled scream, but by then, it was already dying, a blackened scorch line carved across its chest.

The other two froze, startled, glancing around in confusion. Their companion was twitching on the ground, but there was no visible attacker.

Arie swung the beam in a wide arc behind them before locking onto the second troll’s neck. It shrieked and flailed, jerking violently. The beam missed its mark, failing to sever the head.

Damn.

She quickly redirected the beam to the creature’s torso instead. But the thing wouldn’t hold still—it twisted and leapt around, batting at the burning spot like it was being stung by bees.

Okay, maybe this wasn’t the ideal tool for this scenario.

Still, she kept the beam steady, waiting for an opening. Finally, in its rage, the troll paused just long enough for the light to burn through hide and muscle and reach the heart.

The second brute collapsed, its scream trailing off into silence.

Two down. Or at least out of the fight.

The third troll spotted her.

With a roar, it charged—bellowing a challenge and pounding its chest as it thundered forward.

It was the kind of moment that made lesser fighters wet themselves.

But for Arie, it was almost a relief. A charging enemy was easier to hit than one flailing around like a maniac.

She locked onto the beast and held her focus.

Spellcasting demanded total control—no fear, no hesitation. Fortunately, she’d activated Eagle’s Focus before engaging. Even with a troll barreling toward her like a freight train, she didn’t flinch. Her aim held steady, targeting the middle of its chest.

It was a tricky shot. The target bounced with every step, so the beam had to burn the same spot again and again to punch through. After three or four hits along the same narrow band, the skin finally cracked, charred, and split.

Closer and closer it came.

She didn’t waver.

The troll screamed suddenly in panic. The light in its eyes dimmed, and it pitched forward—collapsing dead, coming to rest just inches from her feet.

There was a strange tension in her chest, like something inside her was wound too tight and couldn’t unwind. But outwardly, she was still. Too still. Calm wrapped around her like iron bands.

It didn’t feel right.

Probably Eagle’s Focus, channeling the adrenaline into precision and coordination instead of letting her body shake the way it wanted to.

It reminded her of what she used to do as a vampire—suppressing emotions to keep functioning when everything went to hell. Only this wasn’t willpower. It was baked into the spell.

Interesting. An undocumented effect. She’d take it.

She worried about what might happen once the spell wore off.

Shaking herself, she tried to release the tension, which wouldn’t loosen.

Arie couldn’t worry about that now. There was a child to find—and five more trolls who’d be returning any minute.

She cast Locate again and nearly stumbled.

The wave of exhaustion that hit her was a clear warning. That last spell had drained her hard. Holding the spell steady for that long had pushed her mana channels to the brink. She was getting close to the point where she wouldn’t be able to cast anything else.

Not good.

But the spell was running, and while she could, she needed to move.

It pulled her toward one of the troll dens. The moment she stepped inside, the stench hit her like a wall. The air was thick, fetid. She almost gagged, grateful she hadn’t activated Enhanced Senses. If she had, she might have passed out on the spot.

Thankfully, she didn’t need the spell to spot what drew her there. On the cave floor lay the shredded remnants of the same tunic that the torn cloth from before had come from. It was nearly unrecognizable, slashed and filthy, but the color was still visible in places—unstained patches that stood out amid the filth.

Damn.

Things weren’t looking good for the boy. Still, she had one last trick to try, though she hated to use it.

See Hidden.

The spell included a lesser version of Enhanced Senses—not as intense, but still sharp enough to bring her to the brink of vomiting the moment it kicked in. She clamped her hand over her mouth and forced herself to breathe shallowly until she regained control.

She swept the cave with her gaze.

No human bones. Relief flooded her chest.

She hurried back outside and scanned the area.

Nothing.

Too much activity around the dens. Too much noise, too many tracks. It all blurred together.

Then something caught her eye.

She hadn’t noticed it before—probably because it was massive, spanning most of the rock face on that side of the mountain. At a glance, it looked like a different type of stone, darker than the rest. But up close, she could see the truth. The black wasn’t natural—it was soot. Everything was covered in it. Not just the rock, but the plants, the earth, even the scattered bones.

It was just like the blackened circle she had just created with her fireball–only much bigger. So big it defied logic.

She stared in disbelief, stunned that she’d missed it.

Distraction. The trolls had pulled her attention entirely. That was it. That was the reason.

She spent the next half hour searching the area, checking and double-checking everything. Measuring burn radius, assessing where the fire had licked and where it hadn’t. The trolls didn’t come back during that time—thank the gods—so she had the space to work.

When she finished, she pulled enough energy together for one last spell: Levitate. It was a strain, but she rose slowly, drifting up more than five hundred feet until she crested the northern side of the canyon.

Whether this was the right way or not, she didn’t know. What she did know was that she needed rest. Desperately. She couldn’t keep going with trolls behind her and mercenaries potentially on her trail.

She let the spell carry her as far as she could, gliding silently over the rocky slope. On the far side, high above the treeline, she spotted a narrow cave mouth tucked into the cliffside. There were no signs of occupation—no tracks, no droppings, no scents of predators.

It would do.

Well… trolls might be able to climb up here, but it wasn’t likely. And that was good enough for now.

When she released the Levitate spell, her legs nearly buckled. Her body ached from the inside out, every muscle tight, every joint stiff. It wasn’t just fatigue—it was the hollow, bone-deep ache of magical overexertion.

She recognized it. Had felt it many times during her training. This was what happened when you pushed too hard, cast too often. She’d be fine with a hot meal and half a day of proper rest.

Mid-afternoon sunlight filtered in through the cave mouth. It was past lunchtime.

She slumped against the cave wall and pulled a hot meal from her storage. Beef stew—well, beef-adjacent, anyway. She had been calling the bison-like animals ‘beasts’ because the idea of ‘roast beast’ amused her.

As she ate, she turned her thoughts to what came next.

She had to plan. And she had to let her friends know what she’d learned.


Chapter
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After finishing her meal, she called Toman and gave him the latest update that she was fine and safely hidden in the mountains. He seemed more worried than she was, cautioning her not to stray into the Dwarven kingdom. She was too tired to argue, so she just assured him she wouldn’t.

Not that she had the faintest clue how close she was to the border. She hadn’t reached the towering, snow-capped peaks yet, but she was definitely deep into the foothills of the massive mountain range.

She napped for an hour and awoke with a rock digging into her leg. It was still the afternoon, although the sun was noticeably lower in the sky now. Still, the rest had done her some good. The tell-tale ache in her bones and every part of her body was still there, but far less demanding. In an emergency, she could manage a few spells now.

Shaking her head at the idea, Arie decided firmly that she wasn’t leaving the cave until she felt fully recovered.

Instead, she called Olia.

“Hey, I’ve got more news. But first, would it be possible to send a Spellsword scout to that valley and retrieve my horses—assuming they haven’t already been stolen by whoever comes chasing me?”

Her friend sounded eager for the full story, but told her to wait. “I’ve called Master Micah. He should be here in a few minutes. I don’t want you to have to repeat yourself. In the meantime, let me tell you about this complete jackass I’ve been dealing with here in Canoldir.”

It was honestly a relief to hear something mundane. Arie listened and gave the appropriate responses as Olia vented.

Apparently, Olia was jealous of some young guardsman with absurdly high mana potential—enough to draw the attention of a high-profile Wizard for personal mentorship. The real issue was that the man wanted to continue fighting with a sword while training to be a Wizard, which was… unacceptable, apparently. Such a thing encroached on the Spellsword Guild’s domain. Arie understood the political problem but still thought her friend was taking it too personally.

Apparently, Master Micah agreed, because Arie heard his voice enter the call and cut in with a reprimand. “Let it go, Journeywoman. The situation has been addressed. Besides, whether you realize it or not, you owe young Nate more than you know.”

Knowing her friend, only strict discipline kept Olia from snapping back. So Arie smoothly cut in, “Mind if I give my report now?”

Olia cleared her throat. “Uh, yes—one second. Master Micah’s got an interface item now. His speech stone can sync with mine, so we can all talk together.”

“Oh, nice!” Arie was genuinely pleased not to have to repeat herself.

“Hello, Arie,” came Micah’s voice. “I understand you’ve found some evidence?”

She launched into her report, outlining what she’d found in the first valley—the scrap of cloth—and how the trail had led into a second canyon, even more infested with trolls than the first.

“I recovered what was left of the tunic and investigated the area. I don’t know if what I found is good news or the start of a Greek tragedy.”

Regretting the word choice immediately, she had to pause and explain what a Greek tragedy was. After the brief digression, she continued.

“Dax survived the initial kidnapping and the first group of trolls, only to stumble into a larger nest—nearly twenty of the monsters. But the crazy part? He didn’t die there. He was taken by what I can only assume was a dragon. Fire scorched the entire cliff-face around their dens. Based on the gouges in the stone, it interrupted the trolls mid-fight while they were squabbling over who would get the child.”

She concluded, “I can’t speak to his condition at that point, but I’m certain—he didn’t die there. At least not to the trolls.”

A long pause followed before Micah responded, voice thoughtful. “Arie, given everything you’ve been through—and the evidence you’ve brought back—I can say with confidence that the guild considers your test complete. You’ve more than earned the Boon for what you’ve already accomplished and survived.”

She heard a ‘but’ coming and didn’t say anything, waiting for the other shoe to drop.

“No one would blame you for returning to the city now. A new contingent—twenty-five elite mercenaries—has been dispatched to the area. At least ten of them are trained combat mages.”

There it was. Exactly what she’d feared. If she didn’t stay ahead of them, she wouldn’t survive. “Do you know when they’ll reach the valley?”

“They should arrive before midnight,” he said. “The good news is that we’ve already sent five Spellswords after you. They were dispatched after you defeated the last mercenaries. Honestly, the fact that you took down ten trained professionals is impressive enough. Add to that the evidence of Lord Tynin’s son, and as I said—your Boon is secure. We weren’t going to let you die. We would’ve pulled you out.”

A pause, heavy with meaning, came before he dropped the rest.

“However… this new group is politically connected. We don’t have the numbers for a direct confrontation. What we can do is retrieve your horses and wait for you along the northern portion of the trail past the valley. If you can rejoin it by nightfall tomorrow, the Adepts will escort you back to the city. Even with superior numbers, those mercs won’t engage five Spellsword Adepts just to get to you. They might win—but it would cost them far more than they’re willing to pay.”

Okay… she could work with that.

“Thank you for saving River and Thorn. They’re fine horses, and I’d hate for them to fall into the mercenaries’ hands. I’ll search through the night and into tomorrow. If I haven’t found Dax by noon, I’ll meet your people on the trail. I think I can find my way back to it. Worst-case scenario, I might have another way out—but it’s a big risk. Bigger than I’d like to take if my life doesn’t depend on it.”

“Excellent. I’ll let them know to wait for you, but understand, if you aren’t there by nightfall tomorrow, they will have to retreat. That gives you just a little over twenty-four hours. By then, the chance of a confrontation will be too great. Good luck, young mage.”

There had been a note of approval in his voice, just as she expected. The Spellswords placed their missions above their own lives. They didn’t throw themselves away recklessly, but they were trained to give their all—and that was exactly what Arie was doing.

They cut the connection, and Arie settled back down, letting herself rest. She slept for another four hours, giving her mind time to recover while her body healed from the mana strain.

By the time she woke, the sun had vanished behind the hills to the west, and the sky was already bleeding into twilight. It would be dark soon. She had no time to waste. There were less than twenty-four hours before the mercenaries would be on the hunt—and this time, odds were good they’d bring a real Seer. Not the half-trained pretender Arie herself was, but someone who actually understood the full domain of the craft.

Arie had no interest in discovering firsthand just how wide that gap in skill could be.

Which meant she needed to get moving.

She planned to spend the night scouring the mountains. Not truly flying—she didn’t know that spell—but something close enough to count. She knew Levitate and Create Wind. With enough control and effort, the two might be enough to cobble together something that passed for flight.

The problem with that plan? Dragons were notoriously territorial. And she was, quite literally, trying to track one. Or more precisely, track a child who had likely been taken by one.

Not smart.

But she wasn’t here to play it safe. She was here to find Dax—or, more likely, to find proof of his fate.

Before anything else, she cast Locate.

Nothing.

“Okay, think, Arie. What do you know?”

Dragons didn’t usually fly near Daggerport. They were intelligent—some breeds reportedly had human-level intelligence. They hoarded wealth. They lived in hidden lairs, high in the mountains, away from civilization.

There had to be something useful in all that.

They avoided cities. That ruled out south and west, most likely. Heading south was still a possibility, but if she had to bet—and she did—then north made more sense.

Dragons could cover a lot of ground, but if this one had been hunting for food, it might not have ranged far from home. That was the hope, anyway. If not, she was searching for a needle in a mountain-sized haystack.

And there was no guarantee the dragon had taken Dax to its lair. If it were a large adult, the boy wouldn’t have made more than a mouthful. Maybe it had come for the trolls and taken the child as an afterthought, or maybe it was just opportunistic.

Arie scowled. “Great. Now I’m deep into conjecture. That’s not helpful. I don’t need to analyze its motives—I need to pick a direction.”

She was just over the ridge, about two miles from the troll canyon. A good enough place to begin.

I’ll sweep northeast, zigzag back and forth, and work my way north. Stop every mile and a half or so to cast Locate.

It was a shame the spell didn’t have more range.

She cast Eagle’s Focus and gripped her spear, reinforcing her mental clarity. Then she tried something she’d never done before: two active spells at once. Thankfully, Eagle’s Focus was a cast-and-forget type spell, so it didn’t cause strain.

Levitate was simple—practically muscle memory at this point. She started there, then layered Create Wind on top of it.

The first try failed. So did the second. The third came closer.

The fourth worked.

It was brutally hard to maintain both at once, but with Levitate being so low-effort, she could manage it. Barely.

Wasting no time, she pulled up her map. It didn’t show her immediate surroundings, but it gave her orientation—enough to navigate without getting turned around in the craggy wilderness.

Then she launched out of the cave.

She soared out over a sheer drop, her stomach lurching despite her confidence in the spell. She trusted her control—but part of her still worried. Would it hold under stress? Would the wind behave?

Didn’t matter. She had to try.

She didn’t let fear stop her and aimed the wind such that it would push her in the direction she needed to go.

It wasn’t fast. Maybe as fast as a horse could run, but it was in a straight line, not going up and down over and over due to the mountainous terrain. She would make far faster progress than she possibly could on horseback. She just wished she could keep Enhanced Senses active at the same time. What she wouldn’t give for that item Toman was going to make her after this mission, but that didn’t do any good right now.

Flying northeast, she made the mile and a half far quicker than expected, so she landed on the top of another ridge. With the radius of her spell being one mile, that was pretty close to the optimal spacing for casting Locate. It wasn’t perfect because she had to land to cast the spell, so she needed to find high places to avoid having to regain altitude over and over. She knew she could miss the boy, but she was in a time crunch. She needed some luck right now.

She chuckled. “I wish there was a spell for luck! I’d practice until I mastered the hell out of it!”

Locate turned up nothing again. Nor did it for the next ten tries. That covered roughly fifteen miles to the east, and she was reaching the real mountains now. They towered, snow-capped above her, and she did not want to go there. Those peaks were definitely Dwarven territory, and she would have no excuse if she crossed that line.

So she traveled a mile and a half north and tried again. Then she swept back to the west, with the mountains and hills getting shorter as she traveled toward the river. When she thought she was roughly back to the area where the valley would have been if she were a little further south, she advanced to the north another mile and a half.

Sighing into the wind, Arie knew it was a crappy search pattern. If she had learned Cartographer’s Friend, she could be actively mapping the area as she went and could update her position on it in real time. Then she would know for sure she wasn’t leaving gaps in the pattern.

She also very much regretted not having Enhanced Senses running during her nighttime search, but the moons and stars provided enough light that she avoided running into any mountainsides. She stopped around midnight to eat and rest and was thankful that dragons weren’t particularly nocturnal. This deep into the mountains, she wouldn’t be surprised to see them during the day.

She had made five passes back and forth and was probably about eight miles north of the canyon and nearer to the tall mountains than she’d like. She cast Locate for the umpteenth time, when she finally got a hit.

And it was a strong one.

This was no mere piece of cloth or discarded belonging.

She had found the boy, one way or another. She wouldn’t know if he was alive or dead until she saw him.

However, that wasn’t her only worry. He had been taken by a dragon, and whether he was alive or dead, there was likely to be a very large, powerful, and possibly sapient beast in the area.

A beast that could turn an entire mountainside black with its fire.

It was time to be as stealthy as a teenager sneaking in after curfew. She had been one of those once. It had been a hundred and something years, but she still remembered.

Arie quietly flew close to the ground, using Levitate and Enhanced Senses. After all the practice she’d gotten over the last few hours, she managed to get this combination on the first try. She moved sideways across the ridge for a quarter of a mile before coming to a halt. She was close.

And then she was past the signal, and very confused. She was only a few feet off the ground, and with Enhanced Senses running, she couldn’t possibly miss signs of the boy.

Even if…

Even if the worst was true, she’d see the bones.

There was nothing.

She moved off, uphill a short ways, and sure enough, the pull she felt was drawing her back to that same point from before.

And then it hit her.

Dragon’s lair.

The boy was directly below her. Not too deep underground or she would have felt a pull downward, but definitely below ground.

It was time to call this in. Braving mercenaries and hordes of trolls was one thing, but an actual dragon was another.

She considered calling Lord Tynin, but dismissed the idea. She didn’t want to get his hopes up until she either knew or had no choice but to turn the problem over to him.

Instead, she called Micah—via Olia.

They both answered the connection, and her friend sounded almost jubilant. “Arie! I’m so glad to talk to you. I’ve had such a night! There was an attempted coup earlier, and I got to fight half a dozen attackers! It was glorious!”

Micah cut in, calm but firm. “We can discuss that later. Right now, I believe Arie has something to tell us; otherwise, she wouldn’t have messaged in the wee hours of the night.”

Chagrinned, Olia replied, “Oh, sorry, Master Micah, you’re right. Arie, please tell us what has happened. Are you alright?”

“Yes, I’m fine. Bruised from a horse’s kick this morning when I fought the mercs, but otherwise healthy. What’s more important, I found Dax. I don’t know if he’s alive or not, but Locate says I’m right above him. I think he’s in a dragon’s lair.” She was whispering the message into the speech stone.

“I haven’t messaged Lord Tynin because it would be cruel to get his hopes up, but I wanted you to know in case something happens. I’m about seven to eight miles northeast of the troll valley. Not in the tallest part of the range, but close enough. I’m not sure what to do. I do have the ability to teleport in an emergency, but I’ve never cast it before. I think I can, but I’d rather not.”

Micah was very serious as he cautioned, “Dragons are nothing to mess around with. I wouldn’t want to face one alone, myself. Dragon’s balls! I would be nervous even with a full squad of my best people by my side. You should get out of there, and we can send in specialists to retrieve or rescue the boy.” His voice grew very precise as he added, “At this point, you’ve more than earned your trials. I’m advising you to use as much stealth as you can and get out of there right now.”

Advising. Not ordering.

Still, he was very clear that he thought her chances were basically nil. Not that she disagreed.

Even so, she wouldn’t forgive herself if she didn’t at least look around and find the entrance to the lair.

“Thank you. I will suit up in my stealth gear and be very careful, but I want to at least find the entrance so I can point it out. Besides, what if the dragon isn’t even home? I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I abandoned the boy and didn’t check. After all this time, if he’s still alive…”

She knew it was insane, but she had to do it. “...I just have to know.”

Olia pleaded, “Please be safe, Arie! Don’t do anything reckless.”

“I’ll have the teleport spell ready to cast. It will take me back to the canyon. If the Spellswords are still close, then that will be ideal.”

Micah cautioned, “Better to not need it. Casting an advanced spell of that complexity in a difficult situation is dangerous.”

“I understand. And Olia, I want to hear all about your adventures once this is over.”

She considered cutting the connection then, but reconsidered. “I’ll keep the connection open for a few minutes so you can hear what I find.”

She cast all her combat buff spells—Eagle’s Focus, Enhanced Speed, Strength, Endurance, and even Echo Step. Finally, she cast See Hidden. It provided basic enhanced senses, but also highlighted anything unusual or obfuscated—like, say, a hidden door.

In addition, she was wearing her stealth suit, so she was confident that she was as invisible as she could be short of an actual invisibility spell. She might not be a vampire any longer, but she still had decades of practice at being stealthy.

Arie moved over the ground as silently as a mouse, spiraling outward and scanning for the entrance to the underground lair.


Chapter
Seventeen



Arie quickly found that making a spiral search pattern wasn’t exactly easy when you were halfway up a mountain slope. This part of the incline was littered with sparse trees, broken by jagged stone outcrops and the occasional sheer drop that would’ve made a billy goat reconsider.

For fifteen long minutes, she crept around the area, doing her best not to miss anything despite the terrain. Upslope seemed less likely—more trees, less visibility—and she’d already seen much of that area from above. So she focused on the downward side. And in the end, she found it by accident.

She was trying to descend a drop-off that looked to be twenty-five, maybe thirty feet high, when her foot passed straight through the rock face. At first, she thought she’d simply misjudged the ledge and missed her step, but after repositioning and trying again, the truth was undeniable.

Practically subvocalizing, she whispered into the speech stone, “I think I’ve found it. The entrance is covered by an illusion of a steep rockface, about a hundred and fifty feet below the ridge. I was climbing down, and even though I could literally feel the stone beneath my foot, when I tried to put weight on it, it passed right through. It’s a hell of an illusion. I knew dragons were highly intelligent, but I didn’t know they were master-level mages.”

Micah’s voice came back low and tense, “Yes. They can be, and the fact that this one is, should concern you gravely.”

Olia’s sarcasm practically hissed through the connection, “As in, get out of there before you end up in your grave!”

“I’m just going to stick my head through the illusion and see what’s inside. If it looks like the dragon is home, I’ll leave immediately. But I can’t leave until I know if Dax is safe, if there’s any chance. Not when there’s a whole company of his father’s enemies just a few valleys over, ready to kill him just on the chance he’s alive.”

Micah, ever the pragmatist, replied, “We don’t know that. To be fair, they only seemed to be reacting to whatever they sensed Lord Tynin doing. They didn’t know about the valley until they tracked you there—they thought you were heading for Oakrest.”

“That’s true, but they’ll reach the troll valley any time now. When they do, they’ll follow his trail, same as I did, and they’ll realize he was taken alive by a dragon. It’ll just be a matter of time before they track him here, and when they do, they’ll send more than ten mages and fifteen fighters. Who knows to what lengths they’ll go to capture or kill Dax. Now, I’m going to be quiet until I know whether the dragon is home. I’m just going to stick my head inside.”

The silence that followed was thick with unspoken disapproval. Arie could practically feel it through the connection. Or maybe it was just her own internal voice whispering that she was an idiot for going through with this.

It wasn’t wrong. She knew her old self would’ve run from this valley like Van Helsing just caught her sneaking out of his daughter’s bedroom window.

Alright, Arie. Focus. No time for dumb jokes.

She carefully made her way down to the ledge, keeping to the outer edge of the illusion as she went.

From this new angle, and with See Hidden still active, she noticed claw gouges near the ledge and on the surrounding stone—marks that had to have come from the dragon. Without the spell drawing her attention to them, she never would’ve noticed. The illusion was too good.

Taking a few steadying breaths, she finally reached out and pushed her head through the veil of stone.

And what she found beyond wasn’t at all what she expected.

Sure, there were deep furrows where claws had dug into the tunnel, but beyond that, instead of a natural cave or a hoarder’s hovel, there was worked stone. Beautifully worked stone. It had the meticulous detail and symmetry of Dwarven craft, and it was lit by iron sconces fitted with softly glowing crystal spheres. Warm light spilled out in gentle golden tones, like a perpetual late afternoon basking in the sun—the golden hour, some people called it.

She didn’t have Locate active, but she knew Dax was close—seventy-five feet, maybe less. If this place had more than one level, he was likely still on this one.

Arie withdrew her head and whispered into the speech stone, “Do Dwarves work with dragons? Or maybe the dragon captured one? The place is elegant, and it looks like classic Dwarven stonework.”

This time, Micah didn’t urge her to flee, but his voice sounded resigned. “It could be either, but if the dragon is intelligent enough to cast high-level illusion magic, it may have hired Dwarves to do that. However, it’s more likely it found a Dwarven outpost and decided to make its home there.”

Leaning her head back against the rock face as she debated internally on whether or not she was going to do this, she finally said, “It looked like it might almost be a straight shot to where the boy is. The main tunnel leads straight back for a good ways. I… I have to do this. I’ve spent too long living a calculated existence, never taking a risk I didn’t believe would pay off. All either for some grand purpose in a war I inherited, or even just for simple greed. But this is for a boy and his grieving father, and…” She had to swallow hard. “...and that makes a difference.”

There was silence as they waited for her to finish.

“I have to try. Even if it’s stupid.”

Olia grumbled, “You’d better survive! If you don’t, I’ll kill you myself!”

Arie almost chuckled, but that wouldn’t be a good idea right now. She didn’t know how good a dragon’s hearing was, but she didn’t want to take any chances.

She dropped her current spell to cast silence on her boots. She put enough mana into it to last long enough for her to get in and get out with plenty of time to spare.

Once that was done, Arie cast See Hidden again to help avoid any traps that might lie within. Then, taking one last deep breath, she crossed the threshold, feeling the tingle as the mana of the illusion passed over her body.

Her stealth gear wasn’t going to be very effective in such an unnatural environment, but it was still better than nothing. With absolutely silent steps, she crept down the large tunnel. A stray thought occurred to her: Why would Dwarves carve out an entryway this large? This whole main hallway was large enough for a dragon to pass through.

So far, she saw no sign of the dragon’s immediate presence. No loud snores. No smell of sulfur.

Hang on, do dragons even smell of sulfur, or was that just a fiction thing back on Earth?

She shook her head. Stupid brain, thinking unnecessary thoughts at a time like this!

Instead, the place actually smelled of incense and—cooking?

It was faint, but it smelled like stew. Roast beast, onions, carrots, and potatoes… plus some spices she wasn’t familiar with.

Was it really a dragon living here? Or did the dragon serve some master?

She would have loved to get Micah’s thoughts on that, but she dared not even subvocalize the question inside the lair.

Damn, this is more like a palace than a lair.

Arie saw the hallway open up into a very large chamber on the left, big enough to even make the grand tunnel seem small. The opening was as big as the tunnel, but there was a grand staircase leading downward about fifteen feet into what she could only describe as a dragon’s parlor. It had all the furnishings and artwork one would expect in the grand manor home of a noble or very rich merchant, but along the back wall was a massive sprawling rock… bed? Sofa?

It looked like a place a dragon would find very comfortable and relaxing. Even the lights in that area were dimmed.

She paused at the entryway, ready to flee, but no dragon was within. There was a large door on the right side of the room leading deeper into the mountain home, and if she didn’t miss her guess, that was where the tasty smells were coming from.

The door was not big enough for a dragon. Did it have servants who cooked for it? Or was it serving someone else? That doorway was definitely not Dwarven-sized—it was about twice the height of a human, maybe more. It was hard to tell from that distance.

Turning to look back down the hallway, there were several more doors, all of which were the ‘smaller’ doors rather than dragon-sized openings.

And unless she was seriously mistaken, Dax would be behind one of the three doors on the right-hand side.

She crept quickly but cautiously past the dragon-sized opening to the living room, keeping her eyes sweeping across the floors, walls, and ceilings for any signs of traps or magical wards.

To her surprise, she found none.

Pressing her ear to the first door on the right, she listened carefully. Her slightly heightened senses caught no movement, no breathing. Just stillness. She hoped that wasn't where Dax was resting.

She hurried to the second door and repeated the process. Nothing. No sounds from within.

Only one door left. The dread in her chest tightened with every step. This was where Locate had pointed—this should be it. But if there was only silence behind this one, she’d be gone faster than a dragon on the wing.

Three steps.

Two.

One.

She leaned in close, straining to hear.

Arie heard a blessed sound—the slow, steady rhythm of someone sleeping.

Relief surged. She reached for the door handle⁠—

And froze as a low, urbane female voice spoke directly behind her.

“If you touch that door, I’ll eat the hand and the arm it’s attached to. And those legs of yours? Nicely muscled. I imagine they’d be delicious slow-roasted, perhaps with a side of fried potatoes.”


Chapter
Eighteen



Arie froze.

Terror sent blades of ice down her spine. Even with her enhanced senses, she hadn’t heard, smelled, or in any way sensed someone approaching. How could the dragon be right behind her?!?

She didn’t move a muscle. Didn’t speak. She was a half-trained mage and a former vampire, but someone… some thing had snuck up on her—her!

When it became apparent that no blow was about to land and skewer her for roasting on a spit, she very deliberately and slowly pulled her hand away from the door and turned around.

An altogether too normal human—or was it an elf with those slightly pointed ears? Regardless, the woman stood before her, dressed in fashionable, but also… somewhat motherly attire?

What in the Dragon’s ba—uh, maybe I shouldn’t finish that thought. What if she can read my mind? Who knows what powers they have.

Arie didn’t know what to think. The woman was beautiful. Six feet tall, well-built, with a somewhat angular face. She looked to be in her thirties, with black hair and black eyes—eyes that belied her apparent age.

She really did almost look like an elf, but there was no serene tranquility to her. There was stillness, yes, but not the kind born of grace and wisdom.

This was the placid water of a pond concealing an alligator just waiting for prey. The stillness of a predator’s patience, watching its next meal blithely wander into striking distance.

Arie felt a cold sweat forming on her brow and in her palms.

She was about to speak, to try and explain, but the dragon-woman interrupted. For surely, this was the dragon.

“Come, let us go to the sitting room and chat. I would like to hear your explanation of why you would come into my home and try to steal away my son.”

Her mind short-circuited. Her what?

With leaden legs, she followed the dragon toward her doom.

A wild hope sparked in her thoughts—was Micah hearing this? Would they send a rescue party?

That was when she realized the connection was no longer active. Not only that, but all of her spells were down.

She was slow. Weak. Her senses dulled. Even Eagle’s Focus was gone.

In her shock at being discovered, she hadn’t even felt it happen. Only now did she realize why her thoughts were so jumbled and slow.

If only I had my Heartwood staff in my hands… That would help focus her mind. But she’d stashed it into storage before entering the tunnel—for fear of making noise.

Probably a good idea in retrospect—who knew what the dragon lady would’ve done if she’d been holding a weapon while trying to enter Dax’s room.

Hang on… was that Dax in there? Had she fed the boy to her own son? Was that why the Locate spell had pointed to the dragon’s lair? Had she brought him here to feed to her child?

Her mind whirled with terrible thoughts until she was ordered—very politely—to sit.

“Now. Why are you looking for my son?”

“I… I was hired by a boy’s father to find his son. He was kidnapped by bad people, but they were ambushed by trolls in a valley a few miles south of here. The boy, Dax, escaped the trolls, only to wander into an even larger den of them in the next canyon over. But then I saw signs that he survived… and that he’d been taken by a… a dragon.” She hesitated for a moment, then added, “By you.”

There was a sudden possessive fierceness in the dragon lady’s voice. “This boy you speak of—he is my son now. Mine!”

Oh, shit! I just tried to steal a dragon’s treasure!

“Uh, I see. I didn’t know that.” She was scrambling for the right words—how to ask why the dragon had adopted the boy, or how to mention her mission and his father without pissing her off even more.

The dragon’s eyes began to glow as they narrowed. “Speak. I can see you wish to say something. I am not going to kill you… yet. If you do not displease me, I may even offer you dinner.”

Does she want to fatten me up? Trying to get a grip, she shook her head. Get a grip, Arie!

“I was sent here by the boy’s father. He’s absolutely grief-stricken over the loss of his son. It would mean the world to him to know his son is alive.”

“MY son.” The dragon’s anger flared—then just as quickly, she was calm again, her voice turning derisive. “And who is this weakling who let his child be taken from him?”

What was the right response to that?

“He is Lord Tynin of House Tynos, the most powerful lord in Daggerport. His wife and two sons were out training on horseback outside the city when they were ambushed by an overwhelming force. Lord Tynin wasn’t there when it happened.”

The dragon lady leaned back, looking thoughtful. “Hmm… House Tynos is an important family in the city. And this Tynin, he is their patriarch?”

Arie nodded. “Yes, but because he’s powerful, he also has powerful enemies. They don’t strike in the open—they work from the shadows, using guile. That’s how they struck at his… er, your son.”

She tried to put it in terms she hoped the dragon would respect.

Anger flashed again in those glowing eyes—but this time, Arie could tell it wasn’t aimed at her.

“You mentioned before that there was an entire company—including ten mages—tracking my son. That they would attempt to kill him?”

How had she heard that conversation? Then it hit her. Damn. I was an idiot. I should never have come near this lair.

“Yes, that’s right. Before this group, I’d already killed ten—seven yesterday and three this morning. When they failed, whoever was after the boy sent a stronger party. I was trying to reach him before they could.”

The dragon nodded, a flicker of respect entering her eyes. “Ten, you say? And were any of them battle mages?”

“Yes, three. Though I’m told they were inferior to the ones hunting him now.”

“Still. You did well, mortal. For killing those who would harm my son, perhaps I will let you live after all.”

That sounded wonderful—but Arie wasn’t about to count her dragon’s eggs before they hatched.

“Tell me what I can do for you. I’d very much like to live.”

She wouldn’t beg like a sniveling coward—but there was no shame in asking that when your opponent was a literal dragon who vastly outmatched you.

“Tell me everything you know about the situation regarding my son.”

So she did. Arie spent the next twenty minutes explaining everything she knew about Dax and why all of this had happened.

The dragon listened intently, asking relevant questions—many of which Arie couldn’t answer simply because she didn’t know. Half of what she did know was speculation, and she made sure to clarify which parts were fact and which were guesswork.

When the report finally wound down, the dragon nodded like a ruler accepting tribute. The information, like everything else she desired, was simply her rightful property.

As she reflected on the exchange, Arie realized with growing certainty that this woman—this dragon—was very much like the nobles she’d known. She carried that same sense of expectation, the unshakable assurance that anyone she interacted with would naturally do her bidding.

“Good,” the dragon said at last. “You do not attempt to lie to me. Liars are rarely tasty—but their bones crunch satisfyingly enough.”

Arie wasn’t sure if that was meant to reassure her or not.

“Now, I will get you a bowl of my stew,” the dragon continued. “While you eat it, I will deal with these hunters and ensure none survive. You will not leave this room. When I return, I will give you instructions—and then I will let you go.”

Arie reeled as her mind was assaulted. The dragon had used compulsion on her. She recognized the power instantly.

She struggled to form thoughts—something important, she had to say something—but the magic clouded everything.

Moments later, the dragon returned, carrying a beautifully painted porcelain bowl and a silver spoon. “There now. Eat that. I will return before you finish.”

It was like swimming up through murky water, but Arie managed to speak. “Wait. There are others nearby. Allies. Five Spellswords, all carrying Heartwood weapons. They should have at least seven horses. They’re on the northern part of the trail that runs through the troll valley. Please don’t kill them.”

The dragon arched a single eyebrow. “You have a strong mind, to speak to me this soon.”

Her brow lowered, eyes narrowing into slits. “Know this. If you attempt to speak to my son—or even go near him—while I am away, I will know. And there will be no place in this world I would not hunt you down.”

Then, as though a switch had been flipped, her demeanor brightened. “But know this as well: if you obey me, then when I return, I will let you live and set you free to continue your life. This is truth.”

Arie felt the dragon’s will wash over her again—and she believed her.

Without another word, the dragon turned and walked into the tunnel. And then she transformed.

In seconds, the woman was gone, replaced by something immense and terrible. A dragon, black as midnight. Scales like ebon-steel. Eyes like burning yellow coals, slitted and bright with inner fire—seemingly hotter than any Dwarven furnace.

Arie was deeply, profoundly grateful that the creature hadn’t breathed that fire inside the lair. If she had, everything here would already be ash. She could feel it in her bones.

She had never really gotten the phrase, ‘shock and awe’ before, but now she did.

Then the dragon was gone.

Arie let out a breath—long and slow—not realizing until that moment that she’d been holding it.

Her mind was still struggling with the compulsion, which shouldn’t have been possible—she didn’t know anyone but vampires had that ability. On top of that, she was certain she had some natural resistance to mind-altering magic, thanks to her past and her intimate knowledge of how compulsion worked.

And yet, she still struggled. Her thoughts came slowly, but they did come.

What should I do?

As much as she wanted to grab Dax and teleport straight back to the city, she didn’t dare. This dragon could take on the form of a human woman—one who was at least the equivalent of a Master Mage, but not bound by any one guild. Arie had no doubt she could be tracked anywhere. Even in the heart of the city. Maybe the Spellsword Citadel might be safe…

Maybe.

But she wouldn’t want to live there for the rest of her life. Even if they could protect her.

Shoveling another bite of stew into her mouth…

Arie blinked in surprise as she realized she’d been eating it for several minutes without noticing.

It was good. Really good.

Wait… what kind of meat is in this?

A horrible thought crept up her spine, but she dismissed it. It smelled like roast beast, and that’s what it tasted like. Besides, the dragon wouldn’t feed Dax something inappropriate.

Right?

Of course not!

Another option she’d seriously considered was just teleporting away—without the boy. She didn’t think the dragon would hunt her down just for leaving.

Right?

Except her mind was still too scrambled from resisting the compulsion to even attempt that spell. Even if she wanted to.

She tried activating her speech stones, then attempted a whisper spell—nothing. No reaction. Somehow, the dragon had blocked her magic. It was like being inside a null-magic field… except her enchanted items weren’t working either.

The last bite of stew had just been swallowed when the dragon landed in the tunnel. A moment later, she strolled gracefully into the chamber, descending the grand staircase like a queen surveying her court.

Which, Arie supposed, she kind of was.

“You have obeyed me and finished your meal before my return. Good.”

She walked over and settled into a brocade-upholstered chair, its gold-leaf accents gleaming in the warm light.

Actually, now that she thought about it, this was a dragon, maybe it wasn’t goldleaf, but actual solid gold. Her thoughts were interrupted by the dragon woman.

“You may call me Tenebril. That is the name I use when I visit the city.” She gestured to the seat opposite her. “Sit, if you wish.”

Arie obeyed, placing the bowl and spoon neatly on the coffee table. “Thank you, Tenebril.”

The dragon hadn’t demanded a title or honorific, so Arie followed her lead. That was the moment she realized that her mind was fully her own again. Tenebril had released the compulsion. At least, for now.

The dragon studied her for a long moment, as though weighing her fate, before speaking.

“Everything you told me was true. The foolish hunters never even knew death was upon them in the night. Sadly, they did not carry a satisfying amount of gold… but their horses will make a welcome addition to my future meals.”

That stung. Arie’s heart clenched. It was one thing to kill mercenaries hired and willing to kill a child for gold—but their horses hadn’t done anything wrong.

She must have shown something on her face, because Tenebril’s lips curled with amusement.

“I left your horses alone,” she said, “and the men you spoke of. If you promise me that they will not bother me or my son in the future, I will let them continue to live.”

Arie opened her mouth to give her word–then hesitated. She couldn’t make that promise.

“I’m afraid I cannot swear to that, Tenebril,” she said carefully. “They’re not my subordinates. But I will speak to their commander and request that they avoid your domain. I’ll do everything I can to ensure they don’t intrude. But I can’t promise it.”

“Good, you do not foolishly speak untruths. I am aware of how their guild works. I have spared them. Inform them of this and let their lives be the price of my solitude.”

“I will.”

Though Arie was not asking any questions, she was learning a lot from this conversation. Some dragons might be merely intelligent beasts, but Tenebril was fully sapient and was in control of her instincts enough to pass through human society to the point that she knew much about the city. She even knew of Lord Tynin’s noble House.

Tenebril spoke again, imperious but polite: “Since you already know of my home, I would have you return to the city and purchase things for my son. Clothing, accessories, and other comforts that a child of his age might appreciate. I will give you gold for this. You will return in ten days.”

Arie grinned at the unexpected opportunity. “I have a few things with me. I had brought some clothes and supplies in case I found him alive in the wilderness. I will give those to you now if you will let me access my storage.”

The mother dragon smiled a genuine smile. “You are such a thoughtful mortal. Well done.”

She waved a hand dismissively, and suddenly Arie felt all of her items reactivate.

It was an instant relief. The sudden restoration of her magic abilities and enchanted items felt like being colorblind and suddenly being able to see colors again after their absence.

She quickly pulled out all the items she had stored for Dax and laid them neatly on the coffee table.

“There. I will bring more and better things when I return.”

And then she was colorblind again. Or rather, her magic was gone. The dragon had made only the slightest gesture, but the reaction had been instant. More importantly, not being caught unawares this time, Arie noticed something. The split second after the gesture, mana flared through an enchanted array seemingly all over the lair at once. It was so fast she couldn’t be sure, but she believed her senses.

Tenebril leaned forward, and her will slammed into Arie’s mind. “You will tell no one of my son’s existence. You will tell everyone who asks that Lord Tynin’s son died in that valley. Murdered by the men who kidnapped him and the trolls.”

Knowing it was coming this time, she struggled to let the compulsion slide off her mind. The power of the dragon’s mind was unstoppable, but she didn’t resist the push; she only tried to prevent it from sticking.

And then Arie’s mind was released, and she felt fully in control of herself again, but the dragon was not finished—and she was not happy.

“Understand that, in a sense, he did die that day. My son’s mind was broken by his experiences. When I found him, he did not know his name. It was weeks before he spoke again, and when he did, he called me mother. That was when he became mine. Do you understand?”

Arie did. Nor was she surprised. She couldn’t know exactly what he had been through, but he lost his real mother and brother that day, and must have seen all the deaths of the others in the ravine, as he had needed to climb out of it. If she had to guess, he had lain among the bodies and bones until the trolls were distracted and fled in terror when he had the chance. Then he almost died again shortly after.

She tried, “The Healers have people who can treat the mind…”

Fire flared in the woman’s eyes—metaphorically—and Arie dropped the topic.

“He has recovered enough to function normally, and I would kill anyone who caused him to remember those events.”

“I understand. I would not wish to harm him. Only help.”

Tenebril’s expression softened slightly. “Good, but do not presume.”

She took a deep breath. “Now, I will take you to your men and place you on the trail out of sight so they do not see me and become alarmed. Come.”

The woman rose and led the way to the tunnel. Decisive and in a hurry to have Arie out of her home now that their business was concluded. As they reached the top of the stairs, she said, “Go and stand at the end of the tunnel facing outward, and do not be alarmed. I do not like screaming. At least, not when I am not hunting. It can be quite a satisfying trait in a meal.”

Walking as if to her death, Arie did as commanded. Knowing intellectually that the dragon surely wouldn’t kill her now after everything—and not go to such trouble to do so. But that didn’t quiet the fear gnawing at her guts.

She was not sure what the dragon intended until she felt wind rushing past her, and she was grabbed in the talons of the dragon and carried aloft, experiencing enough g-force that she almost blacked out.

Opening her mouth to scream in startlement, she clamped her hand over it, stifling the sound.

With the part of her mind that was not freaking out, she noted that the moment she left the lair, her magic had returned. So, definitely an enchantment array rather than an innate ability of the dragon.

Good to know.

[image: ]


By the time Tenebril was bringing her in for a landing, Arie had become somewhat accustomed to the terrifying and unpleasant form of travel. Although she had to admit she appreciated the speed. In just minutes, they’d crossed mountains and valleys that would’ve taken her an hour or two with her own pathetic method of levitation and wind control.

I really need to learn the Flight spell!

For the most part, only Wizards used it, but it wasn’t actually restricted to their guild. Most mages refrained, though, because it wasn’t allowed within city limits unless you had a registered enchanted vehicle. And outside of the cities, you ran the risk of running into a dragon.

Like this one.

As it turned out, there was no actual landing. Tenebril simply slowed to a non-lethal pace and then dropped Arie a few feet above the ground, sending her rolling and tumbling for a dozen feet before she managed to stop.

No goodbye. Just bombs away.

Right. Time to deal with this, complete my mission despite the lingering effects of compulsion, and hopefully not piss off a very powerful dragon.


Chapter
Nineteen



As soon as Tenebril had flown out of sight, Arie opened a connection to Olia and Micah.

“Hey, I’m alive.” Arie couldn’t think of a better way to start the conversation. She knew this wasn’t going to be easy.

Olia responded almost instantly. “Arie! What happened? You were about to enter the tunnel, and then nothing for all this time! We thought you’d been eaten!”

Master Micah was more subdued, but she could hear the concern in his voice. “Yes, please tell us what happened. We were worried.”

By the tension in his voice, she’d bet that was quite an understatement.

“Like I said, I’m alive. The dragon’s name is Tenebril, by the way. And it’s a long story.”

She told them everything she could—about approaching the door and hearing someone sleeping behind it, where she had detected Dax with the Locate spell, being discovered, and her conversation with the dragon. About how the dragon was so upset that the mercenaries were hunting her son that she wiped them out completely, but promised not to bother the Spellswords in exchange for them not intruding on her territory.

“And then she ordered me, under compulsion, to tell you and Lord Tynin that I found evidence in the valley that Dax had died.”

Olia spoke up, confused. “But you told us that you found evidence that a dragon had taken him alive. Now we’re supposed to believe that he died?”

Micah laughed. “That’s very clever, Arie. I’ve never heard of someone getting around compulsion that way. How are you doing it? I’ve read that a dragon’s will can affect even the strongest minds.”

“Oh!” Olia exclaimed as she realized what had just happened.

“I was a vampire for over a hundred years. I’m intimately familiar with the use of compulsion and how people’s minds can break it. I chose not to fight her order, but to follow it literally and exactly as she instructed. Now that I’ve done so, I can already feel her residual will weakening even further. I just need to say the same to Lord Tynin, and I should be free entirely.”

The Spellsword Master sounded impressed. “So the boy really survived. Amazing! After all this time. I suspect your conversation with Lord Tynin will be difficult, given your orders. Would you like me to be present to assist?”

Another wave of relief washed over her. That was going to be a difficult conversation, and it would be very good to have Micah there—if for no other reason than to explain why she had to tell the man his son was dead when she was actually bringing him good news. Not to mention, being escorted by a Spellsword Master would help keep assassins from trying to stop her from reaching the grieving father.

“Yes, that would be very much appreciated. I’m about to approach your men. I’ve just rounded a bend in the trail, and I see their campfire. Would you mind announcing me so they don’t get trigger-happy?”

Micah chuckled. “That’s a good phrase, ‘trigger-happy,’ I like that. Don’t worry, I’ll warn them not to be alarmed at your approach. As for meeting with Lord Tynin, I have some business to attend to today, resulting from the Coup and actions taken during the event. However, I can meet you at the Citadel either tomorrow evening or the next morning. It will take your group at least a day to reach a Teleporter outpost anyway. In the meantime, I’ll pass word to the Lord that he’ll be receiving good news, but I’ll wait until we visit him to share it.”

“Thank you. I’ll look forward to seeing you then. For now, I’m going to go say hello to your people here, and I am very much looking forward to a good night’s sleep once we’re safe.”

Olia pouted. “Aw, I still need to tell you about everything that happened here. That guy I told you about—the one being such a prat trying to encroach on the guild’s domain? He ended up foiling the coup. Jaran and I had a fight over it. Still, thanks to his warning, I got to have some really good battles. So I guess I can kind of forgive him. He’s in trouble, though. Master Micah is going to talk to the king about it today!”

“That’s enough, Olia. You have no idea how much you owe that young man,” Micah reprimanded.

“Yes, Master Micah.” She didn’t sound chastened, and Arie suspected she’d be hearing the whole tale the next day or the day after.

She felt like a bad friend, but she just couldn’t stay up any longer tonight. She’d only had a few hours of sleep since… when was that? Not even a day ago—but mentally fighting off a dragon’s compulsion was incredibly draining.

“Don’t worry. If you get to escort Master Micah, we can talk about it in person, or I’ll give you a call when I’m more awake and alert.”

“Fine. Call me tomorrow, then.”

She cut the connection and approached the camp. One man was on guard, but even though the others were asleep, they were in their armor with weapons close at hand. They looked like they could spring up ready for battle at a moment’s notice.

She had changed into her armor too, the moment Tenebril dropped her on the road. She didn’t pull out her Heartwood weapon, though—no sense in explaining why a non-guild member had one, not until she knew more about them. It had been in spear form when she’d stored it.

The leader of the quintet was a man named Eiran. He gave her a friendly smile as she walked up to the camp, but kept his voice low to avoid disturbing his people.

They exchanged pleasantries, and he congratulated her on surviving and completing her mission. He welcomed the news that the other group of mercs was dead.

“Well, that makes our job easier. I was afraid we’d have to ride three days north to avoid them. Instead, we can rest for the night and take the trail south. We’ll be in Oakrest by mid-morning. With some hard riding, we can reach Greyfen and the Teleporter’s outpost there by late afternoon. Tomorrow night, you’ll be snug in a bed at the Citadel.”

Oh yeah. I guess it wouldn’t be safe for me to go back to Toman’s place. The bad guys researched me—and if they find out I survived, they might go after him or attack his home to get to me.

“Thank you, Captain. I need to contact a friend and let him know I’m safe. Then I’ll get some sleep, if that’s okay?”

“Of course. I’ll wake Anan in another hour—he’s got last watch. Don’t take too long, though, or you won’t get any sleep. We rise before dawn.”

She chuckled. “You don’t have to tell me! I’ll just say a few quick words and bed down.”

Stepping away from the camp a little ways, she called Toman. He answered groggily, “Arie! Is everything alright?”

“I wouldn’t be calling you if it wasn’t. Listen, I need some sleep really badly, but I wanted to tell you I’m safe in the company of the Spellswords. But you need to be careful. Whoever the enemies of Lord Tynin are—they might come after you when they find out I’m alive.”

“What? Why would they do that?” Toman was awake now, though still not his usual sharp self at this late hour.

“To take you hostage, to keep me from reporting what I found. Or just to punish me for surviving when all their minions are dead. Just trust me. Fortify your home, and don’t go out alone or anywhere that isn’t very public. Okay?”

He seemed to get the seriousness of it and soberly agreed. “Sure thing. Call me tomorrow!”

After that, Arie fell asleep right away and didn’t wake until Lieutenant Anan nudged her foot with his boot.

“We let you sleep as long as we could, but it’s time to ride. Cap’n says we eat in the saddle. Oh, and one of the boys already prepared your horses. Fine animals, by the way.”

Since becoming human again, Arie didn’t wake up instantly alert like she had as a vampire, but despite the short sleep, adrenaline was enough to get her to her feet quickly. With a touch, her sleeping mat vanished into storage, and she was ready to go.

There wasn’t much talk as they passed through the Troll Valley a few minutes later. The squad rode mostly in silence until everyone had eaten whatever rations they had in their saddlebags or storage. For Arie, it was a cold sandwich, washed down with spring water. It wasn’t until they were back on the main road and had passed through Oakrest that the formation relaxed. They stopped riding single file, grouping up in twos or threes and chatting quietly.

Eiran and Anan flanked her as they rode, with two other squad members ahead and one bringing up the rear.

In the morning light, she saw clearly that all of them were at least in their twenties and had the bearing of seasoned professionals. Despite their individual styles—no two with the same haircut or exact outfit—they moved with an esprit de corps equal to any military unit she had seen on Earth. Their gear varied, but they all wore the brown and black color scheme of their guild and bore the crossed Sword and Axe emblem on their armor. Each also carried a Heartwood weapon.

Eiran had a greatsword strapped to his back. Anan wore a longsword at his hip. Dilwyn, bringing up the rear, held a spear like a lance, its butt resting on his stirrup. Brynlé, one of the women riding in front, was short and wiry with a long-bladed rapier. Last but not least was Macé, who—ironically—carried a mace. She was nearly seven feet tall and heavily muscled, creating a striking contrast with her diminutive partner. But Arie had no doubt anyone facing them in battle would find nothing about them amusing.

Anan drew her attention with a question. “What weapon do you prefer? I hear you earned two boons and plan to take the Trials. That’s quite a feat to get this far.”

Arie pulled her spear from storage and displayed it. It was thin, light, and elegant—very different from Dilwyn’s hefty, lance-length weapon.

“I chose a spear because, if I wasn’t allowed to take the trials, I could always carry it as a staff.” She shifted its form, drawing a few impressed sounds from the lieutenant.

Captain Eiran commented, “That’s a fine weapon. Do you have much experience with the spear?”

“Enough. I’ve trained with sword, spear, daggers, and bow. But the spear seemed best, since I could disguise it as a staff.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Acquiring a piece of Heartwood that size without a guild’s blessing must have been difficult—and expensive.”

That brushed too close to things Arie didn’t want to talk about. “Yes, it was. I’m not able to say more. It could get someone in trouble—it was purchased in the Undercity.”

All true. She just didn’t say that the someone was her.

He nodded but didn’t press further.

Arie appreciated that. Captain Eiran struck her as a serious man in his late thirties who had seen plenty of combat in his years.

Unfortunately, there wasn’t much time for chatting, as they spent nearly the entire day riding hard to reach the Teleporter by nightfall. Captain Eiran didn’t expect a fight, but under the circumstances, they couldn’t rule out assassins if word had gotten back to whoever had sent the mercenaries. They rode with a sense of urgency, pushing their mounts to make the best time possible.

By the time they rode up to the small Teleporter’s hall in the village of Greyfen, the whole team was tired. The village was perhaps three times the size of Oakrest or Harrowick, almost big enough to be considered an actual town. The sky overhead glowed a warm red, the setting sun casting golden light across the scattered clouds, and in the distance, the river reflected it like molten gold. If Arie hadn’t been so exhausted from everything she’d been through in the past three days, she might have taken the time to admire the sight. But it barely rated a glance as the team dismounted and led their mounts up to the hall’s main gate.

A teenage apprentice boy wearing the Teleporter Guild’s silver and grey robes appeared to greet them, throwing the gates wide with obvious excitement and shouting, “Customers! We have customers!”

Arie followed Brynlé and Macé inside, with Captain Eiran and Lieutenant Anan positioning themselves between her and any possible threat until she was safely through the doors.

Surrounded by horses and people, it was hard to get a good look at the building itself, but what she could see of the main room suggested it was the size of a large barn, though decorated more like an upscale bank. Not quite ostentatious, but with polished wood paneling, well-maintained rugs, and brass fixtures that all spoke of quiet wealth. When she overheard the attendant telling Captain Eiran that transporting herself and her horses would cost three gold marks, she understood why the place looked so expensive.

She chuckled to herself, thinking, Maybe I should have tried to join the Teleporters’ Guild instead of the Spellswords.

It wasn’t a serious thought. Her talents were far better suited to what the Spellswords did, and she’d go mad sitting in a room like this all day waiting for travelers to arrive with money in hand.

When they were finally led into a large teleportation circle inlaid with bright silvery metal humming with mana, she understood how the guild’s mages accomplished their work: they relied on massive enchanted arrays to amplify their power. She hoped witnessing the process firsthand might give her the confidence to finally try teleporting herself.

Unfortunately, when the moment arrived, there was disappointingly little to see. Instead of drawing a spell pattern in the air, the guild mage simply channeled mana into the array, which activated instantly with a soft hum and a flash of light.

In the blink of an eye, she found herself standing in a different building—this one looking every bit like a fortress, the stone walls thick and solid, clearly built with defense in mind.

Lieutenant Anan caught her curious glance and explained, “The Citadel’s teleport array is inside our walls, so we treat it like a potential breach point. Guards are stationed outside, ready to enact multiple layers of defense if anyone unauthorized comes through.”

“Ah, that makes sense. Thank you for explaining. So… what happens to me now?” she asked, still trying to get her bearings.

“First, we’ll settle your horses in the stables. You can see them settled yourself if you’d like. After that, someone will escort you to the guest quarters. Master Micah is expected back in the morning, and I imagine he’ll want to see you soon after.”

He paused, then smiled as if remembering something important. “Oh—and there’s dinner. You’re welcome to join our squad in the dining hall. We’d be glad to have you as our guest.”

“What, and listen to more of Dilwyn’s jokes?” she teased, laughing softly. “Kidding. He’s actually pretty funny.”

Anan groaned dramatically, “Ha! Not when you’ve heard them all a thousand times.”

Overhearing them, Dilwyn called out, “The Lieutenant gets my best material every single day, and does he show gratitude? Bah!”

They both laughed, and Arie could tell this was an old, well-worn argument between friends.

She had to admit, she liked the feel of this team. They were comfortable together, more like a family than a squad of soldiers.

Brynlé, leading her horse past, called back over her shoulder, “If you need anything, let me know—and you should definitely join us for dinner.”

Arie nodded with a tired but genuine smile. “Just come get me when it’s time.”

Anan led her to the stables, where a team of apprentices took their mounts. She made sure to give River and Thorn some attention and feed them each a carrot before following him to her assigned room. They had been good horses, and she felt a pang of sadness knowing she might not need them much now that she was back in the city.

Still, if she were accepted into the Spellswords, perhaps she’d need them again someday. That was a happy thought.

Her assigned room turned out to be small but comfortable, and the bed looked so inviting it almost tempted her to skip dinner entirely. But before she could crawl into it, Brynlé and Macé arrived at her door—and she just couldn’t bring herself to refuse their invitation.

Although the Cleaners kept a person absolutely spotless and free of dirt and odor, it still felt odd not to change out of her old clothes at the end of the day. At the very least, it would have been more comfortable to wear street clothes instead of armor. But with all the browns and blacks the Spellswords wore, she felt like she’d stand out like a sore thumb in her fancy daytime outfit. So she used her enchantment to switch into her ‘night’ outfit—the one meant for stalking the streets if she needed to track someone down or investigate those damned cultists.

Which reminded her, she really needed to get back to that soon. She had been cooped up for weeks now, waiting for this mission and spending every day buried in study and practice. She still owed Drevan thrice over for what he’d tried to do to her. First, the attempted assault, then siccing the City Watch on her and turning her into an outlaw, and finally hiring a contract killer to end her life. All of which ultimately led to her being pulled into the city’s crime syndicate and having to fake her own death.

Come to think of it, I really want to kill that guy in a slow and painful way!

She kept those thoughts carefully off her face as she opened her door and greeted the two squad members.


Chapter
Twenty



Brynlé grinned at her. “Ooh, I like your outfit! That dark blue looks great with the grey corset. You should carry your spear, though. Everyone in the guild carries their weapons at all times—they say it helps make our blades, or your spear in this case, a part of you.”

“Thanks, I’ve hardly had a chance to carry it since I got it, but I was tired of wearing armor after sleeping in it last night and wearing it all day.” She pulled her spear from her storage ring and held it firmly in her hand.

The two women had also changed out of their armor, but unlike Arie, they still wore brown and black outfits that looked comfortable. Despite their individuality, each had the guild symbol over the left breast, giving the impression of a uniform—though it didn’t fit like any uniform she’d ever seen. This world seemed to love corsets.

She chuckled ruefully, gesturing with her weapon. “Speaking of weapons, if I’d known about that, I might have chosen the sword or daggers instead.”

The two women laughed, and Macé patted the heavy mace hanging from her belt. “It does weigh a lot for Heartwood, but at least I can wear it without it getting in the way.”

Macé was quiet but friendly, and such a mountain of a woman at nearly seven feet tall that she towered over Arie by at least a head. She tapped the mace hanging at her side again and asked, “Up for sparring sometime? It’s always good to have fresh opponents. Brynlé and I have been practicing together for so long, we know each other’s every trick.”

Brynlé nodded in agreement. “It’s true. Variety keeps you sharp.”

“That would be welcome. I’ve never even crossed blades with a Spellsword, so I’m a little nervous about the Trials. It would be good to know how well I stack up against an actual adept—or two.” She grinned at her two companions.

Macé clapped her on the back, almost staggering her. “That’s the spirit!”

“So, can a candidate use spells in the Trials?” she asked, hoping it wasn’t against the rules to share such information. Her ill-gotten spell tomes hadn’t included anything about what the Trials entailed. No doubt because anyone with access to the spellbooks had already passed them.

Brynlé pursed her lips in thought. “Hmm… I’m not sure that’s come up before, but in stage one, definitely not. It’s all about your physical skills, unenhanced. It tests whether you have the raw aptitude with weapons and combat to make a good warrior. That much is common knowledge among apprentices, but I won’t say more.”

“Do you mind if I ask what the other trials are? Not details, just in general?”

The bigger woman answered next. “The second Trial is a test of your magical aptitude to determine if you have enough power and dexterity with mana to learn our way of fighting.”

Arie didn’t want to tell them that she not only could do so, but that she was already proficient enough with their magic up to the journeyman level—and capable of performing it in actual combat, and that she already knew and used their secret technique.

All she said was, “I don’t think I’ll have a problem with that unless there’s some special knowledge I don’t have. I grew up far from here, and I didn’t have access to magic then. I contracted a condition when I was young that prevented me from developing as a mage, if I even could have back then. It was only after coming here that it was reversed, and I gained the ability. I’m told by the Master Healers that my potential is very high now.”

Seeing that she wasn’t offering more, the women didn’t pry into what that condition had been.

The conversation lulled for a moment, but she was saved from the awkward silence when they arrived at a moderately sized dining hall. It was… comfortable. The furnishings were much nicer than she would have expected from a military mess hall, but not so fine as to feel out of place. Rather than long tables with benches, there were smaller tables that sat ten to twelve people, each with individual chairs—chairs with cushions!

That last detail was especially welcome after the long hours she’d spent in the saddle over the past few days. If it hadn’t been for the excellent musculature she’d inherited from her time as a vampire, she doubted she’d be able to walk without gingerly moving like an elderly person.

When they joined the rest of the squad at a table and sat, Anan explained, “There are several dining halls within the Citadel. This one is reserved for adepts,” he nodded to her and added, “and their guests.”

Dilwyn nodded and gestured toward one wall. “The main hall seats five times as many as this smaller one. It’s open to everyone in the Citadel; rank doesn’t matter. We’ve got better food here, though.”

He grinned and took a bite of something that looked like a salad, but with more veggies than she was used to seeing.

It was restaurant-style dining, with a waiter coming to their table to hand them the day’s menu to choose from. Arie had eaten a lot of roast beast lately, so she decided to order the same salad the spearman was enjoying.

As they waited, Captain Eiran took it upon himself to explain more about the guild. “You managed to earn two Boons in less than half a year. That’s honestly very impressive. I know you were given a difficult and dangerous task for this second one—at least that’s what Master Micah told me—but don’t speak of it before your Trials.” He cautioned her about that last part, as if it was supposed to be a secret, which it frankly was given the political situation surrounding Lord Tynin.

She nodded in agreement, taking a sip of the hard cider that was so popular in the city.

He continued, “I tell you this because, after getting to know you today, I get the impression you’re a seasoned combatant. I’d honestly be surprised if you don’t pass. And that’s a rare and praiseworthy accomplishment if you manage it—I can count on one hand the number of adults admitted into the guild in my lifetime.”

The others at the table had mixed reactions—some surprised at the Captain’s assertion that he believed she would succeed, others nodding sagely at his comment about her being a veteran.

She admitted matter-of-factly, “I have seen a lot of warfare. Aside from one open war where I saw heavy action, most of it was covert operations.”

Macé looked confused. “I trust your word and the Captain’s judgment, but how is that possible? You look like the youngest one at this table—barely into your twenties.”

Arie mentally flinched. “Uh, well, earlier I mentioned having a condition that prevented me from becoming a mage… it also affected my aging while I had it. I’m older than I look. Older than the Captain, even.”

She didn’t want to mention she was nearly older than everyone at the table put together, but a crooked smile spread across her face.

There was some skepticism, but she took another drink and said, “Master Micah can confirm. I’m definitely older than any of you—despite my youthful beauty.” She smirked as she held her hands up by her face, posing dramatically as if modeling for an adoring crowd.

They all laughed, and Eiran raised his glass in a mock toast. “Would that I had your beauty secret! I’m already starting to feel the aches in my bones!”

Dilwyn quipped, “And you’re none too pretty either, Captain!”

That earned another round of laughs, and Eiran waved a playfully threatening fist at his subordinate.

Arie had to admit, she really did like the camaraderie of this team. “So, if I pass—and I’m not counting my dragons before the eggs hatch—what can I expect? What’s life as a Spellsword actually like?”

She’d been pushing herself hard for weeks to accomplish the singular goal of getting accepted among these people, but she’d never really known much about what their lives were actually like. Something that, in retrospect, maybe she should have investigated more.

Anan gestured around him. “You get more privileges as you advance, obviously, but you’ll start as a Rank 3 Journeyman if you pass the Trials.” He paused to take a drink before continuing, “Apprentices spend their time learning the basics of their weapons, the guild’s history, general knowledge, and basic spellcasting—the fundamentals all mages are taught.”

“The Trials are all about proving that they’re good enough with weapons and strong enough with magic to earn membership. Only once they pass do they get to learn guild secrets and begin studying our combat magic. There are three ranks within Journeyman. Like I mentioned, Rank 3 is just learning our secrets and combat spells, while also beginning to study the deeper aspects of combat. Tactics.”

“Once you master those and prove you can cast them all, you get promoted to Rank 2. There, you begin working on squad tactics and mastering the ability to cast your spells during combat. You also get drilled on all the more complicated aspects of guild life and what will be expected of you as a Rank 1 Journeyman and eventually an Adept.”

He paused to take another drink before finishing, “You get promoted to Rank 1 when you can demonstrate full mastery of all spells in combat and can integrate flawlessly into a team. Any team. From there, Rank 1s go out on easy assignments to get more experience–guard duty, patrols in relatively safe locations, working with Adept teams to learn the ropes. Then it is up to you to prove you are ready for promotion by your actions and the reputation for professionalism you demonstrate.”

Brynlé shushed the spearman. “Hush, you. That’s not what she needs to know. She needs to understand what life among us is really like.”

Turning to Arie with a warm smile, she continued, “Apprentices live in large open barracks during their training years, with communal bathrooms. Their lives are highly regulated, and they have practically zero freedom. Beyond training, they do chores around the Citadel—tasks no one else wants to do. But you won’t have to worry about that. Once you become a Journeyman—and you’d definitely start at Rank 3 just by passing your Trials—you’ll share a room with one to four others, with a shared bath and a small common area for study.”

Arie chuckled. Dorm rooms. Great, she thought sarcastically.

Brynlé continued, “All apprentices and journeymen have to live inside the guild. But once you’re an adept, you can live anywhere; you only owe the guild two months of active duty each year, and they don’t even have to be consecutive. You could spend three weeks on one mission and two on another, breaking it up however you like, so long as you give your full two months. Of course, if there were ever a crisis, you’d have to be recalled immediately, and all Spellswords stand ready. Always.”

Anan interrupted, “Don’t worry, that hasn’t happened in several lifetimes. But as for what she said about housing, most Spellswords choose to live outside the Chapter Houses.”

Brynlé nudged him with her elbow, eliciting a grunt of pain. “Who’s telling this story?”

Grinning at Arie, she continued, “Macé and I share an apartment in the city’s Second Quarter, in a quiet neighborhood near the northwest corner where the walls meet. You should come by sometime after you get leave. Anyway, the Citadel and other Chapter Houses all have plenty of rooms that can be claimed by those on active duty—or by anyone who wants to live rent-free, though that’s not necessary on an adept’s salary.”

Arie couldn’t help but interrupt, “Oh, what’s the salary like, if you don’t mind me asking?” Not that she didn’t already have a fair amount of savings, but she was more than a little curious—knowing the average unskilled laborer made somewhere around five gold marks per year, give or take. What would a member of one of the Big Ten mage guilds earn?

She didn’t have to wait long for an answer, and she was more than a little shocked by it.

“It depends on the missions you take and how many, but an adept can expect to make around one hundred gold marks per year—much more if you choose to work more than the minimum two months.”

“Damn, that’s a lot!” she blurted, garnering smiles from everyone at the table.

Captain Eiran grinned. “We like to work as a team, and we hustle, putting in three or four months a year, so we all live quite comfortably. You also earn more as you increase in rank, since the guild charges higher fees for higher-ranked Spellswords, and we make a percentage of every contract. Plus, working together on bigger jobs brings in more money than lone wolves who only take small assignments. You can use your imagination to do the math.”

She gave a low whistle of appreciation. “Well, I guess I definitely won’t have to worry about being poor. Do you make extra if you have special skills? Like, say, Teleportation or Seer spells like Locate?”

Several jaws dropped. “Seriously? You know those spells?” Dilwyn asked, dead serious for once.

The Captain raised his eyebrows as he said, “If you really know those other guild spells, then yes—absolutely. But only if the contractor might need them. Still, it definitely ups your perceived value, and that’s nothing to sneeze at.”

Macé looked at her with wide eyes. “Can you really teleport? Everyone says that’s some really difficult stuff.”

Blushing slightly, Arie admitted, “I’ve never actually cast Teleport yet, but I do know it. Honestly, I’m a little scared because of what failure would mean.”

The big woman blanched. “Yeah… that would be a bad way to go. I don’t blame you.”

“I plan to practice the heck out of it until I’m confident enough to try. I really wish I’d dared to cast it during this last mission—it would have saved me a lot of grief. And heck, I could have saved us an entire day of hard riding!”

Brynlé gave her a wry smile. “Not until you’ve practiced a hundred times… no, a thousand! I’m not that trusting!”

Everyone at the table burst into loud laughter, drawing curious looks from other diners nearby.

Captain Eiran, ever the voice of reason, added, “Be sure you register with the Teleporter’s Guild and never jump anywhere except into one of their facilities. They don’t like Wizards or other mages knowing their secrets, but they accept it if you pay their fees and get certified. Just be sure to abide by their rules.”

She amused herself with the thought, The Dudette abides!

Blushing deeper, she said, “I hate to ask—because I know I’m probably not supposed to know them—but what about Seer spells? Will they get upset if I use them?”

The Captain frowned, his brows creasing. “It’s hard to say. Some guilds are stricter about the enforcement of their Domains than others. We, for example, won’t let anyone use magic in conjunction with melee combat. Just magic is fine, or just melee, but don’t dare do both, or you step on the very foundation of what makes the Spellswords unique. The Teleporters have had to accept others using that particular spell because Wizards study all magics they can, and it would cause major conflict if they tried to disallow everyone. So long as mages play nice and don’t spread the knowledge, they tolerate it.”

He finished with a shrug. “I just don’t know about the Seers, though. Their magic is less overt, so I don’t really recall hearing any conflict over it.”

Dilwyn interjected, “But what about the Illusionists. There’s been a lot of bad blood between them.”

Eiran dismissed that, “That’s just because the Illusionist split off from the Seers a thousand years ago. That’s bound to generate some conflict since they have similar base magic all about perception.”

Arie held up her hands, ignoring the side-bar about the two guilds’ history. “Don’t get me wrong—I’d never claim to be an expert tracker or finder. I only know a few of their spells, and a real Seer would wipe the floor with me if there were somehow a competition.”

The Lieutenant nodded in agreement. “Probably for the best you don’t advertise it. Just use the spells quietly for yourself or your team—it’ll make whatever group you get paired with very happy to have those skills in the party. The Teleport, on the other hand—now that’s something you can sell!”

Grinning, Arie finally took a bite of her ‘salad’—her eyes rolling back in pleasure. It tasted more like a full meal than a side dish. The spices were unfamiliar, but it was savory and hearty despite not having any meat. Vegetarians from Earth would have been in heaven.

“Soo good!”

The others chuckled at her reaction, and Brynlé said, “Just wait, we’ve got even better food here in the adepts’ dining hall. Until you take your Trials, you’re welcome to eat with us. Be sure to study hard, and you’ll join the ranks as a full guild member eventually—two or three years, most likely.”

She shook her head but denied the estimate with a confident grin. “If I pass the Trials, it won’t take that long. I’ll beat your two-year estimate, easy. I’ve got a good memory, and I’m more advanced in magic than you think.”

Dilwyn, Brynlé, and Anan all leaned forward, sensing an opportunity, and the diminutive Spellsword gave her a wicked grin. “Care to make a wager on that, Candidate Arie?”

Arie chuckled smugly. “You know, I think I would! How does ten gold from each of you sound? I’ll match your wager.”

Captain Eiran sat back, surprised by Arie’s boldness. “Are you sure about that, Candidate? That’s thirty gold from you if you don’t make that deadline—and there’s an awful lot to cover in such a short time.”

She smiled with supreme confidence, even though she didn’t feel quite so certain as she pretended. “That’s fifty gold marks from me if you and Macé want to join in, but I have to ask: is there any rule that says someone has to spend a certain amount of time in-grade before they can earn promotion to Adept status? What if I could do it in a year?”

Now the Captain looked at her like she’d insulted the guild. “Do you really think our guild is so easy to master? Because I assure you, it is not.”

Seeing her mistake, she quickly backtracked. “I’m sorry, I can see how that would come across badly. I apologize; I meant no insult to the guild. I was being too overconfident and caught up in the moment.”

His face softened at her sincere words. “No offense taken, then. You’ve got the balls of a dragon! But if you didn’t, you wouldn’t make a good candidate, so I can respect that.”

She sighed in relief, glad she hadn’t ruined her growing friendship with this group. The silence that followed gave her a chance to eat more of her salad. After a moment, Dilwyn cracked an off-color joke that broke any lingering tension as they all laughed, and everyone began to dig into their food.

When the meal was done, Brynlé escorted her back to her room, as all visitors had to be accompanied while inside the Citadel.

“You can attune your speech stone to mine if you’d like,” Brynlé offered with a warm smile. “That way, if you need anything, you can just call me.”

They quickly did as suggested. Arie was happy to have new friends. She was so tired of being isolated. Then, as they were parting, there was a gentle squeeze of her hand.

Arie almost blinked in surprise—did she detect a hint of interest there? Her heart suddenly thumped in her chest and the unexpected touch.

Not that she was offended if that was true, Brynlé was certainly a cutie. She might be a little on the short side and petite, but she was also fierce and competent, and those were a combination of traits that made Arie’s heart race with that hand squeeze.

Still, maybe she was reading into things that weren't there. She had to ask, “You and Macé live together…?”

The smaller woman grinned. “We’re just friends—roommates and teammates. Although that sort of thing is allowed, I just feel like there’d be too much potential for disharmony. Besides Macé and I are like sisters to one another.”

Smiling, Arie bobbed her head in understanding and teased, “And what about for a candidate? One that isn’t in your squad? Are you saying that’s allowed?” She said it with a hint of warmth in her voice.

Brynlé’s cheeks pinked. “No, I mean…that would be fine…” Then her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “You’re messing with me, aren’t you?”

“A little bit,” Arie admitted with a grin. “It was too easy—and you’re really cute when you blush… for a youngster.”

The other woman’s eyes widened at the reminder. “Hang on—‘youngster?’ How old are you anyway?”

Winking, Arie began to close the door and said, “Much older than you guessed. Good night, Brynlé.” And then the door was closed; her last sight was a flustered look on Brynlé’s face.

She leaned against the door and giggled quietly. She didn’t really want to be involved with anyone right now, woman or man, but flirting with and teasing her new friend had felt good!

It had been absolute ages since she’d been in any kind of relationship. Years… decades?

She hadn’t even considered the possibility when her life had been so suddenly altered and she’d found herself mortal again. But hormones were a thing, and her body was physically that of a young woman in her early twenties.

Maybe that isn’t completely out of the realm of possibility, she considered.

Almost immediately, she shook her head. “No, I’ve got far too much to deal with right now. Still… that’s another incentive to race to Adept status. Besides, while I didn’t want to offend Captain Eiran, I’m gonna do it in under a year!”

Moments later, she was fast asleep, finally making up for the rest she lost on the mission. Tomorrow, she hoped she would bring peace to a grieving father.


Chapter
Twenty-One



The next morning, she was reluctantly pulled from sleep by her speech stone activating. “Hey, get up, sleepyhead. I’ll be at your room in ten minutes to pick you up. Master Micah brought us back late yesterday evening. It’s time to meet with Lord Tynin!”

Olia sounded far too eager for this early in the morning!

Arie groaned, then answered, “Fine. I’ll be ready when you get here.”

She couldn’t bring herself to be cheerful. She had gotten a full night’s sleep, having gone to bed right after dinner, but half the power of the compulsion Tenebril had laid on her mind was still fighting her, leaving her sleep far from as restful as it should have been.

“Grrrr!”

Still, she splashed water on her face in the bathroom, washing the sleep from her eyes, then brushed her hair in the mirror. She couldn’t get over how much she liked the red hair and blue eyes—it was so different from the woman who had stared back at her from mirrors for over a century.

Arie was fully awake by the time Olia threw herself into her arms when she opened the door. She almost reacted defensively until she confirmed it was her friend, then hugged her back—and it felt good. That was another thing she hadn’t really experienced in her old life, not since she’d been human with her younger siblings.

The warm embrace made her heart ache for a moment, and tears threatened to pool in her eyes, so she cleared her throat and broke away, embarrassed.

“Good to see you again, Olia. You’ll have to tell me all about your battles on the way to Lord Tynin’s estate.”

The young journeywoman’s face split in a proud grin. “It was so good! They were criminals and uncoordinated mercenaries, but individually, they were pretty tough. So here’s what we did…”

The tale went on through breakfast and into the courtyard, where Thorn was brought out to her by the apprentices working the stables.

Olia described how she and Jaran had been on duty guarding the hallway to the Elven delegation’s chambers when the coup began. Except the Elves weren’t surprised by the attack, and neither were they. They had prepared in advance—they’d been forewarned by that prat of a boy, Nate. The one she had complained about previously being both a mage and a melee combatant and stepping on the guild’s domain.

“Still, I guess I’ll let it slide since the fight would have gone much differently if we hadn’t known they were coming. Jaran and I fought side by side with real Elven warriors! They were amazing—just like every one of them was a Master Spellsword, wielding both magic and weapons with such finesse I could barely believe it.”

Olia beamed as she added, “I personally accounted for ten attackers!” Then she smugly added, “Jaran only got eight.”

She said that last just as they joined Jaran himself and Master Micah, who were already mounting up.

Jaran good-naturedly quipped, “If you hadn’t gotten in my way during that last enemy push, it would’ve been nine to nine—a tie.”

Her friend couldn’t let that stand. “Well, I couldn’t let the Elves think I wasn’t the best!” she snarked, grinning and sticking her tongue out at her boyfriend as she mounted her own chestnut mare.

Arie had worn her armor but hadn’t brought her spear, leaving it in her storage ring, unsure if it would be considered a breach of etiquette outside the guild since she wasn’t a member yet.

However, Master Micah looked over, giving her a friendly nod before asking, “Where is your spear, Candidate?”

Arie blushed slightly. “I didn’t want to offend anyone.” It appeared in her hand from storage—a far sleeker-looking weapon than the Master’s own deadly Heartwood spear.

Olia goggled at the sight of Arie’s Heartwood. “Where did you get that? It’s beautiful!”

She evaded, “A friend helped me acquire it; he’s an enchanter and altered it to suit me.”

Arie noticed the Master’s slightly raised eyebrow when she said “enchanter” rather than Maker—he’d no doubt received a report from Captain Eiran and knew everything the squad did.

The Master hefted his own spear and challenged, “When we return, I would like to spar and gauge your skill level, to make sure the spear suits you. I understand you are also proficient in sword, dagger, and bow?”

Respectfully bowing her head to the Master Spellsword, she answered, “Yes, Master Micah. I don’t really know which I’m best at. I didn’t really favor one in particular. Bow is definitely my least favorite, though.”

“We’ll see which is best for you then. Replacing or altering your weapon won’t be an issue if you pass your Trials. The cost that would normally go into arming you with your Heartwood can instead be spent on enchantments.”

She whistled in appreciation at that offer. As a guild, they probably didn’t pay a thousand gold to acquire a chunk of Heartwood this size, but even five hundred gold would buy a lot of enchanting.

“Thank you.”

When they mounted up, Jaran called over, “We only met briefly, and you were in bad shape at the time. Olia has told me some about you. I’d like to spar when you have the opportunity.”

Arie laughed, “Everyone wants to try me out. You’ll have to get in line! Master Micah and Adepts Macé and Brynlé are ahead of you.”

Olia huffed, “Hey, I should be included as well! We’ve never gotten to spar!”

That only made her laugh harder. “Fine, and Olia gets to go before you, Jaran. Friend’s privilege!”

That put a grin on the journeywoman’s face, and she stuck her tongue out at her boyfriend again.

Master Micah cleared his throat. “If you children are quite done, we have an appointment to get to.”

They settled down, and Olia took the lead at the Master’s gesture, with Jaran bringing up the rear. The guild Master rode next to her so they could talk. And likely to better protect her in case of assassins.

Not that any assassin would be stupid enough to attack with a Master Spellsword present, Arie thought with a chuckle.

Micah spoke, “When we arrive, let me do the talking at first. I’ll explain the basic situation and let him know that you’re under compulsion to say what you must. That way, he won’t react badly to your words. After that, you can fill him in on everything you’ve learned. I just hope we’re not about to start something that will get a lot of good people—and maybe a dragon—killed.”

That thought had been haunting her ever since she’d been dropped off on that trail by Tenebril.

“The dragon, Tenebril, was surprisingly gracious to someone who invaded her home. I fully expected to die when she caught me. I’d prefer if we could find a solution that doesn’t involve large-scale violence.”

The Spellsword shook his head regretfully. “I just don’t see how that would be possible. Dragons are notorious for never giving up what they perceive as theirs. Maybe Lord Tynin is rich enough to buy his son back, but I doubt it will work. Not if she sees the boy as her child.”

That lined up with what Arie thought, but she had the vague stirrings of an idea. She didn’t want to say it out loud for fear of jinxing herself. She doubted it would work—but maybe…

Still, she couldn’t keep entirely quiet. Micah needed to know if she was going to say something that might get her in deep trouble. “I might have a crazy idea. If it’s okay, I’ll propose it to the Lord. If he doesn’t reject it outright, perhaps we could avoid any killing. I doubt it will work, though.”

The Master raised an eyebrow. “Care to share?”

“Respectfully, Master Micah, I’d rather not. It’s kind of nuts, and I doubt anyone will like it, but it’s crazy enough that it just might have a chance.”

To change the subject, she added, “By the way, I’ve been commanded by Tenebril to go shopping for ‘her’ son and return ten days from our meeting. Today is day two.”

“I’m sure Lord Tynin will be happy to pay for that once he knows. The hardest thing will be convincing him not to immediately put together a strike team to get his son back. Believe me, he can afford the very best. He’d have a dozen Master Spellswords under contract by nightfall.”

She nodded ruefully. “I suspected as much. Perhaps I can convince him otherwise. I’d hate to see the dragon killed—or worse, Dax hurt in the scuffle.”

The Master nodded in agreement.

Changing the subject, Micah gave her news that made her grin.

“I’ve already conferred with the Council of Masters, and your Trials have been approved. Once I evaluate your skills, we’ll schedule them for sometime in the next couple of days. That way, you can be inducted into the guild before your return mission to the dragon’s lair. Such a mission will earn you a great deal of credit and acclaim in the guild.”

He continued, “If you are as good with spells as I suspect, then completing such a mission would easily qualify you to be promoted to Journeywoman Rank 1 once you’ve demonstrated mastery of our techniques and pass the guild knowledge exams.”

That brought a big grin to Arie’s face. Hell yeah, I’ll jump right to Rank 1! See if I don’t hit Adept within a year, Eiran!

That was all great news, and she rode on a high for a while as she contemplated how quickly things were moving now, but one thought intruded and made her guts clench when she considered it. She had to know….

“Uh, pardon me for asking, Master Micah, but once I become a Spellsword… would it be allowed for me to deal with a personal matter without it getting me in trouble with the guild?”

He looked over at her curiously, and with a hint of concern at her tone. “What is the issue? Perhaps the guild could assist if it is a serious matter. We stand behind our brothers and sisters.”

That thought warmed her heart, and it was one of the biggest reasons she wanted to join a guild. You didn’t mess with members of the Big Ten mage guilds without consequence. Once a member, you automatically had incredibly strong backing. Not that guild members could run amok because of that backing—guilds wouldn’t allow it—and that was her concern at the moment. How would her vendetta with that piece of dragon dung, Drevan, be viewed?

“Since I arrived in the city, someone tried to assault me—sexually. I should have killed him at the time, but I’d just arrived in the city and was afraid of the consequences. He continued to harass me afterward, even ambushing me with a group of his people. I killed most of those, but again, he got away. Finally, he hired a very prominent contract killer to come after me. That was part of the whole business that forced me to change my identity.”

She paused to let all that sink in, watching Micah’s face darken with anger on her behalf.

“What I wanted to ask is… would I be allowed to conclude my business with him once I’m a guild member?”

The Master chose his words carefully. “As a Spellsword, one could never act alone in such a situation—it would be inappropriate to be seen doing so. It would reflect poorly on the guild’s reputation. We are not vigilantes, after all.”

He cleared his throat, and examined a speck of dirt on his saddle as if it was the most important thing in the world as he replied, “However, hypothetically speaking, of course, if an individual—one not presenting themselves as a member of the guild—were to settle their debts in a situation like the one you describe… they would have to do so in a way that could not be traced back to the guild. Hypothetically, you understand.”

He glanced back over to her with a crooked grin and a twinkle in his eyes. He added, “You never heard that from me. No Master of the guild would ever give such advice, after all. I would never condone such a thing, you understand.”

She really liked this man. He understood her. The rest of the ride passed with Arie wrapped up in her own thoughts.

Seeing the gates before them, she sobered. What was about to follow was not going to be easy, even if she did get to bring a grieving father some desperately hoped-for news.

Unlike before, the gates swung wide without a challenge, and an honor guard of House Tynos soldiers waited at attention to welcome them just inside. Steward Shalla was standing before the doors to the manor house, ready to greet and escort them to the Lord.

A lord who, she was sure, was both eager for—and equally dreading—what he might be told. All Micah had promised was that Arie would bring definitive news, but hadn’t given away whether it was proof of his son’s death or word that he yet lived. However, the fact that they weren’t escorting a child had to seem damning.

Arie knew there was a lot of politics and subtlety around this situation, but that only made it seem almost cruel—unless the Master had given the Lord a hint that the news was positive. Unfortunately, she knew deep down that he hadn’t. If he had, then traitors or spies could have learned and taken action.


Chapter
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When they had ridden fully into the walled estate and dismounted, the soldiers saluted with their weapons, and the Spellswords responded by clapping fists to their chests. Arie belatedly copied them, not knowing the custom.

Well, that was awkward. Maybe there really will be enough of this kind of trivia to actually take me more than a year to learn.

She sighed as she followed Master Micah up the steps to stand before the House Steward.

Shalla greeted the group, bowing respectfully to the Master and his companions. She gave Arie a searching look, but Arie did her best not to reveal anything. It wouldn’t be right for someone else to know before Lord Tynin himself.

Pursing her lips in frustration, the steward turned to Micah and graciously welcomed the group, then invited them inside. Lord Tynin had requested they be brought to the small dining room, just as Arie had been on her first visit.

She remembered the way, marveling again at the luxury and elegance of the manor. It almost gave her hope that her idea might have the tiniest glimmer of a chance for success.

Soon, they were presented to the very tense lord. Arie could tell he hadn’t slept at all; he radiated the nervous energy of a man who had paced holes into his boots throughout the night, desperate for news.

A pang of guilt stabbed her heart. She wished she could have told him the moment she knew, but that would have caused chaos and possibly a deadly confrontation. Micah was probably right—an immediate attack on the dragon would have been the result, and the man looked like he was already on the bitter edge.

In that moment, she was suffering her own frustration at the few minutes it would take for pleasantries and Micah’s introduction. She longed to blurt out that Dax was alive. But the compulsion wouldn’t let her. It was already all she could do to claw her way to the loophole.

Lord Tynin looked ready to snap, but his noble upbringing won out, and he offered polite words. “Master Micah, I am thankful you sent me this young woman, who bravely took on a task that others failed to even reach, due to my enemies. Of course, I would never have sent her alone if I had known someone was targeting my people, or that I had a mole among my trusted men.”

He paused, grim. “That issue has been dealt with. I brought in a Seer and uncovered the traitors—a trio, actually. None in my immediate circle, thankfully, but close enough to learn a mission was underway, if not the reason for it.”

Arie felt a sliver of relief knowing she hadn’t been intentionally sent to her possible death, but kept her face neutral as the man turned his gaze on her.

“Before I learn your findings, let it be known that I am in your debt, and that no matter your tidings, you will be handsomely rewarded for risking your life to discover the fate of my child.”

She bowed respectfully, but said nothing.

That must have concerned him, because he looked sharply at Micah. “Why does she not speak? You must know I am dying inside waiting for news!”

The Spellsword Master raised a calming hand. “Please, sit. I must give you some context before she can speak. She is under a powerful compulsion and has been instructed to give you specific tidings regarding Dax’s fate. She has no choice in the words she must say. So, I ask you to be patient as I tell you what this young woman has endured over the past days.”

Lord Tynin’s expression shifted between confusion, concern, and a spark of hope battling with despair. He pulled a chair around and gestured for them to sit.

To Arie’s surprise, Jaran and Olia moved two chairs forward so she and Micah could sit within conversational distance of the lord. They then stood at the flanks, like honor guards. Jaran flanking Master Micah, and Olia standing behind her.

She gave Olia a grateful smile, then sat, ready to finally speak the words she’d been commanded to say so she could free herself from the grip of the dragon’s compulsion.

When everyone was settled, Micah launched into a recounting of her journey, weaving her report into a tale that sounded far grander and more harrowing than it had felt living through it. Not because he lied or embellished, but because his delivery was so skillful, it elevated the truth into something that seemed epic.

As she listened, it made a certain sense. Spellswords earned their living by taking dangerous contracts; presenting their efforts dramatically wasn’t just theater—it was good business. A client who believed they had hired the very best would feel satisfied, and that satisfaction might bring bonuses, repeat contracts, or recommendations for future work.

She felt a sharp stab of conflict at the way Micah framed everything, but she knew deep down that the lord needed to hear the full context. Without it, he could never understand just how close he was to losing his son forever—and how tenuous the chance of hope truly was.

When he learned his son had survived the initial massacre in the troll valley that claimed the lives of everyone else in the kidnappers’ party, Arie’s heart nearly broke watching the war of hope and despair tear him apart. His face shifted from pale shock to ragged relief, only for horror to seize him anew as Micah described how Dax had wandered into even greater danger. Tears streamed unchecked down the lord’s cheeks as he leaned forward in his seat, clutching the armrests like they were the only things keeping him afloat. Every word fell into him like a lifeline cast to a drowning man.

She wanted to cry out that Dax was alive—that his son still breathed—but she couldn’t. Physically could not. The compulsion still shackled her tongue, every instinct screaming at her to speak, yet stopping her cold.

When Micah recounted that the boy had been taken by a dragon, Lord Tynin broke, sobbing openly. The sound twisted Arie’s insides. She wished desperately she could end his torment right then.

“Arie… Candidate Arie,” Micah intoned, his voice rising with solemn power, “tracked the dragon across mountains and valleys through the night, knowing full well that a professional force of killers—ten mages and fifteen warriors—pursued her. She did not back down, even after I informed her that her mission was complete, that she had earned the right to petition for her Trials and return to safety. She could have come home, unscathed and with honor, having uncovered enough evidence for a powerful expedition to continue the search.”

The lord’s gaze snapped to Arie, eyes wide, shining with tears. His whole body was strung tight, trembling like a bow drawn to its limit.

Micah continued, voice resonant and measured, “She learned the spells you gave her in a mere two days—an astonishing feat—and used them to track your son to his final destination. She contacted me and reported her full findings. Yet, against my advice, Arie chose to enter the dragon’s lair alone, risking everything, because she wanted to bring a grieving father certainty. She made it all the way to the very room where your son was held… and was captured by the dragon.”

He paused, letting the weight of those words sink in. “A mature black dragon, fully sapient, a master mage in her own right. Yet, by some miracle, Arie survived that encounter. But the dragon laid a compulsion upon her, forcing her to deliver a specific message. I wanted you to understand why she must speak what you are about to hear—and why, once those words are said, she will finally be free of the dragon’s hold. And then, my lord, I believe she has something important to propose.”

Lord Tynin was already half-risen from his seat, every muscle trembling like a coiled spring wound so tight he looked ready to snap. His eyes were locked on Arie, desperate and ferocious all at once.

Arie stood, legs unsteady, and bowed deeply. She drew in a breath that felt like it might shatter her ribs. “Lord Tynin,” she forced out, each word like a stone breaking free from her throat, “I was ordered to say that I found conclusive evidence in the troll valley that your son had died after the ambush.”

The compulsion’s hold snapped. She nearly collapsed back into her chair, gasping with the sudden, blessed release. It felt like half her mind had been in a vise, and was now suddenly free. Tears pricked her eyes unbidden.

Across from her, the storm of emotions on the lord’s face was almost too much to bear. His eyes closed as he dropped back into his chair with a strangled, relieved sob—yet these were tears of mingled grief and hope, because he understood that her words were forced. In that instant, Arie saw the crushing weight he had carried lift, replaced by fragile, desperate belief that his son might yet live.

She gripped the arms of her chair until her knuckles ached. Her task wasn’t over. Now she had to convince this father not to throw himself into war with a dragon who could destroy everything—and everyone—he cared about.

The room was silent except for Tynin’s ragged breathing as he mastered himself. His gaze burned into her as he rasped, voice hoarse but alive with need, “Lady Arie—for I will surely grant you a title of nobility for what you’ve done—please, tell me everything. How is he? How is my boy?”

She steadied herself with another deep breath. “I am afraid I did not see him directly, my lord, but I heard him sleeping peacefully. The dragon, Tenebril, has adopted him as her own son. She has protected and cared for him, working to heal the trauma he suffered. She said that for days he wouldn’t speak, and when he finally did, he couldn’t remember his name or what had happened. But she says he’s made great progress. He calls her mother now.”

The words stung to say, and she saw them cut into the father’s heart—but they were the truth he deserved.

Micah leaned forward, his voice calm but heavy with import. “Understand, my lord. Tenebril has claimed your son as hers. She will not simply give him up. In her mind, he is her child now.”

Lord Tynin’s eyes went wide, face flushing dark red as anger boiled up, his fists clenching on the table.

Arie swallowed, her own heart pounding as she seized the moment. “Lord Tynin, before you act rashly—before lives are lost—I beg you to hear me out. Tenebril ordered me to buy clothes and comforts for Dax, and to return in eight days. I believe that gives us a narrow window to propose an agreement that might avoid bloodshed and bring your son home. I am willing to risk everything—my life—to present it to her, if you agree.”

The anger simmering in Lord Tynin’s eyes faded only slightly, but he nodded sharply, voice still tight with emotion. “I will hear you.”

Arie laid it all out—her wild, desperate idea—letting the words spill forth in a rush of hope and fear. She spoke quickly, needing to get it all out before doubt or caution could clamp her mouth shut again. By the time she finished, the room was silent but for the echo of her words lingering like a challenge in the air.

She dared to look around. Every set of eyes was wide with shock. Even Micah looked like he wasn’t sure whether to admire her courage or question her sanity. The lord’s face, however, was unreadable—a tight mask of rage, pain, and something she could only hope was the faintest spark of possibility.

For a long, painful moment, she expected him to shout her down, or worse, call in his guards to escort her straight to the dungeons for suggesting what might sound like madness.

Instead, his gaze locked onto hers, burning but controlled. “First of all,” he said, voice low and steady, “there is no need for you to go shopping. I will have Dax’s own clothes, toys, and keepsakes prepared for you. You will take them to this… Tenebril.” His lip curled slightly at the dragon’s name. “They will show her who he truly is—and who he belongs to.”

He took a slow breath, shaking his head with a wry, almost disbelieving smile. “I still think you might die just for daring to speak this to a dragon’s face. But…” He leaned back, exhaling heavily. “There is no harm in allowing you to try if you are this determined to risk your life. Now that I know my son lives—now that I know he’s safe—I can give you these few days.”

Then his eyes sharpened, dark and fierce. “But know this: if you fail, I will have a rescue mission ready. I will not leave him with that creature for a moment longer than necessary.”

A grin cracked his somber face, surprising everyone in the room. “If you can bring my son home this way—if you can resolve this without bloodshed—I will grant you anything within my power. Land, title, wealth—whatever you ask, so long as it does not endanger House Tynos or weaken it beyond recovery.”

He paused, gaze intense. “And know this as well, Lady Arie: I will accompany you when you return to her lair. I will stay far enough back not to jeopardize your mission, but close enough to act if things go wrong.” His expression hardened with iron resolve. “Because if there’s even a chance this can end peacefully, I must see it through—but if not, I will act decisively.”

Arie felt her breath catch in her chest. She hadn’t expected him to entertain her plan, let alone offer his personal presence. But as dangerous as it sounded, having him there might be the only way to make Tenebril see reason. She met his eyes, heart pounding. “Then let’s do this. Let’s bring your son home.”

Master Micah stepped in smoothly at that moment, his calm presence giving both Arie and Lord Tynin a chance to collect themselves after the charged discussion. With quiet authority, he guided the conversation into more practical matters, negotiating with the newly energized and hopeful lord. This also gave Arie time to steady her breathing and recover from the intensity of the moment.

Even if the strike force ended up being unnecessary, the two men settled on engaging fifteen Masters—Micah assured Lord Tynin they would assemble the perfect combination of skills to effect a rescue if diplomacy failed. But that wasn’t all; they would also bring along two War Wizards for large-scale offense and defense, specialists retained by the Spellsword Guild precisely for situations like this. In addition, the guild would deploy three Healers, a Seer, and a Teleporter, each trained for combat operations and rapid response, and each one a Master within their own guilds.

It would be an overwhelming force by any standard. Yet even with such might, there was no way to guarantee Dax’s safety. Everyone present knew the terrible risk: that the dragon could kill the boy out of spite if she sensed an attempt to take him by force, razing her entire lair rather than lose what she now claimed as hers. Dragons were known for that sort of prideful, vengeful behavior.

Meanwhile, Lord Tynin summoned his steward, and Shalla appeared with her usual efficiency, but her formal composure broke the moment she learned that Dax still lived. The older woman wept openly, hugging Arie with surprising strength and sobbing against her shoulder.

“Thank you! Thank you so much for bringing word that the young master lives! He is such a wonderful boy. I helped raise him, and my heart was shattered when he, his mother, and his brother were taken.”

Shalla’s words tumbled out with raw emotion as she led Arie through the family’s living quarters. The constant stream of gratitude and praise embarrassed Arie, making her uncomfortable, but she understood what it must mean for the woman to hear this news after so much grief and uncertainty.

Before Shalla began preparing the boy’s belongings, Arie used her data crystal to quietly record the room. Every toy, every carefully arranged blanket, every sign of the life Dax had left behind—all captured so she could show Tenebril the environment Dax had known and loved. Then, as Shalla carefully folded tunics or tucked away toys, she shared stories and sweet little anecdotes from the boy’s childhood. Arie recorded it all: the steward’s grandmotherly devotion and the memories that spoke of a child deeply loved.

It took time, but eventually a large pile of the boy’s clothes, favorite toys, and personal keepsakes was neatly packed into a storage ring provided by the steward. Arie accepted it with heartfelt thanks and promised Shalla she would do everything in her power to bring the young heir back home where he belonged.

She tried not to think the words that haunted her: Or die trying. But the thought came unbidden anyway. The possibility is all too likely.

By early afternoon, all the arrangements were complete, and the Spellsword group took their leave of the Tynos estate. They lingered only long enough to share a quick lunch with Lord Tynin and Shalla, the meal filled with cautious optimism and quiet celebration of the news that Dax was alive.

Even so, the lord was careful. He insisted that no one beyond himself and Shalla be told what had transpired. Micah was explicitly cautioned to assemble the rescue team covertly and keep all details of the mission tightly controlled, sharing information strictly on a need-to-know basis.

“I will not risk another betrayal,” Lord Tynin said grimly. “Three traitors have already been uncovered, but that does not mean our enemies lack other means of prying into my affairs. Dax’s life must not be put in jeopardy again.”

Micah readily agreed, and Arie silently shared the sentiment. She was relieved she’d been able to collect Dax’s belongings without drawing the attention of anyone who might be watching. If their enemies had seen her shopping for a young boy, they would have immediately guessed Dax lived. And if that had happened, she didn’t doubt they might strike at the dragon’s lair themselves—preferring to ensure the boy’s death rather than risk him being found alive.

Those dark possibilities lingered in her mind the entire ride back to the Citadel, making her shoulders itch as if she were being watched. Between the secretive enemy behind the mercenaries and the Followers cult, she had no illusions about how dangerous things had become. Whoever was pulling strings in the shadows would gladly see her dead now, just for being involved.

Her brooding was interrupted when they finally passed through the fortress gates. She breathed a quiet sigh of relief as the Citadel’s walls rose around her, offering a sense of security she hadn’t realized she was craving.

Master Micah’s voice cut through her thoughts. “Dismount and see to your horse. Then meet me in my private training room. Olia and Jaran will show you the way.”


Chapter
Twenty-Three



Arie felt a thrill of anticipation spark deep in her chest. She would finally get to test herself against the Spellswords she’d admired since coming to this world.

She’d dreamed of this moment during the many weeks of tireless training, and now that it was upon her, she felt only butterflies and a fierce eagerness.

She gave Thorn a fond pat and slipped him a sweet treat before the apprentices led him away to the stables. Then she turned to Olia and Jaran. The young man looked calm, as if this were just another day of routine duty, but Olia couldn’t hide her excitement—her eyes were alight with nervous energy, knowing this was the moment that could decide her friend’s fate. The Trials would come later, but today, Master Micah would see Arie’s potential firsthand. He would need to believe in her enough to advocate for her induction into the guild.

Arie followed eagerly as they moved through the bustling training grounds of the Citadel. Wide-open areas stretched before them where Spellsword Adepts, Journeymen, and Apprentices sparred with one another, each duel a struggle to eke out that next level of skill.

As they walked, Brynlé and Macé spotted them and hurried over, their excitement matching Olia’s. “I just received word from Master Micah,” Brynlé announced, eyes glittering with mischief as she loosened her rapier with a teasing flick. “He’s invited us to join.”

Macé greeted Olia and Jaran with a respectful nod, the two journeymen saluting the adepts properly.

Brynlé’s gaze fell to Olia’s side, her eyebrow lifting at the sight of the younger woman’s similar weapon. “That’s a fine rapier you carry. Maybe I’ll test you as well, if you’re up for it?”

Fire lit in Olia’s eyes. “Yes! I’d love to spar with you!”

Jaran chuckled at her enthusiasm, shaking his head with affectionate amusement.

Macé gave Olia a hearty clap on the back that nearly knocked her forward. “I’ve heard about you, kitten. Fierce little thing, always spoiling for a fight. We’ll see if you live up to your reputation against Brynlé—and if you do, maybe I’ll give you a match of your own.”

Olia looked like a child who’d just been promised her favorite treat, practically bouncing in place.

Arie couldn’t help but laugh. “Easy there! I expect Master Micah will have me spar Olia first before we get to anyone else.”

When they arrived at the training hall, Arie was impressed. The Master’s private facility was a well-appointed space lined with racks of weapons, training dummies, and specialized equipment.

Brynlé leaned close, her voice low with conspiratorial warmth. “All the Masters share these rooms, but Micah is one of the live-in Masters. He practically owns this one, though technically any Master can come in. Courtesy keeps them from barging in unannounced, though.”

Arie nodded her thanks, taking in every detail. Master Micah was already inside, stretching with the calm focus of someone who had spent a lifetime honing his craft. Inspired, Arie moved to an open space and began her own warm-up routine. Soon, everyone was limbering up, the air filling with the quiet rustle of clothing and soft sounds of exertion.

Brynlé offered to help Arie stretch, and Arie returned the favor, noticing but not commenting on the extra closeness. She appreciated the friendly attention, but her mind was focused elsewhere. She couldn’t afford distractions—not with what was about to come.

After fifteen minutes of warming up, Master Micah gathered them around the packed-sand fighting ring.

“Now,” he said, his tone commanding yet calm. “I need to evaluate Candidate Arie on her proficiency with weapons. We will start with the spear, since that is the weapon she’s chosen to carry. She claims skill with sword and dagger as well. Olia, you’ll test her with the sword. Adept Brynlé, you will test her with the dagger. For these tests, there will be no magic—just pure weapon skill and combat fundamentals. Understood?”

All present snapped to attention and chorused, “Understood!”

Micah’s eyes twinkled as he stepped into the ring. “Care to join me, Candidate?”

Arie’s grin was wide and fierce as she stepped onto the sand. She gripped her Heartwood spear, the magic wood’s natural effects clearing her mind and intensifying her concentration almost as if Eagle’s Focus was running—just without the intensity of that spell. She felt ready.

They squared off, and Micah lifted his spear in a formal salute. She mirrored the gesture, then settled into her fighting stance.

On Earth, she’d spent years immersed in martial arts and weapons training under her centuries-old mentor and other masters her father had brought in. Her fundamentals were solid—she knew that. She suspected her raw skills were on par with the journeymen, maybe even close to the adepts. But Micah was another matter entirely. He was a Master whose life revolved around perfecting a single weapon, whereas Arie had spread her time across many tools, and in her past, her claws had often been her deadliest choice.

So, she approached the duel with caution, waiting for her opening but not hesitating to strike when she saw an opportunity. They circled each other, testing the distance, Micah sending out sharp probing thrusts to gauge her reflexes. Arie responded in kind—not so much testing him, but measuring his speed, precision, and rhythm.

Each feint and parry sent thrills of exhilaration through her. This was what she’d yearned for: a real challenge.

Each clash of their spears rang with a crisp crack that echoed in the quiet training hall. Arie moved with careful precision, deflecting Micah’s sharp jabs, then darting back to avoid his sweeping arcs. The sand underfoot shifted with every sidestep and pivot, and she felt herself sinking into the dance of it—reading his footwork, watching the subtle shifts of his shoulders and hips that hinted at his next move.

Micah pressed her harder, his attacks flowing faster with each exchange. His spear flicked like a serpent—darting high, then low—forcing her to react at the edge of her reflexes. A glancing blow clipped her shoulder, sending a dull sting through her arm, but she gritted her teeth and stayed in the fight. Thankfully, his blade had been coated with a barrier of magic that prevented her from being seriously injured.

She spun away, breathing hard, then launched a counterattack with a series of fast, direct thrusts that drove him back a few steps. It was a small victory, but the spark of approval in his eyes told her he’d taken note.

They circled again. The air smelled of churned sand and the faint musk of sweat. Every nerve in her body sang with anticipation, muscles loose and ready. She feigned an overhead stab, then changed angles mid-motion and swept low, aiming for his knee. Micah barely twisted aside, his spear whipping down to parry her strike with an almost dismissive ease. Before she could recover, he stepped inside her guard and delivered a sharp tap to her ribs with the butt of his weapon—light, but a clear point.

She danced back, chest heaving, eyes locked on his. A grin split her face. This was more than a fight; it was a conversation through movement, a test of wills and wits. She wanted more.

Micah didn’t disappoint. He came at her like a storm, spear a blur as he unleashed a blistering series of thrusts and sweeps. She parried the first, ducked the second, twisted away from the third, each movement a hair’s breadth from disaster. Sprays of sand flew from their boots as they circled tighter and faster.

Arie countered with sudden aggression, closing the distance with a lunge that forced him to block high. She snapped the spear back, rotating her hips to send a powerful thrust at his midsection. Micah sidestepped, deflecting her strike and slipping around her flank in a smooth, almost casual motion that belied the deadly precision of his movements. He thrust, and she barely managed to twist aside, the tip of his spear brushing her ribs again.

They broke apart. She was gasping now, sweat trickling down her temples, but her grin had only grown wider. She shifted her stance lower, weight on the balls of her feet, and Micah’s eyes glinted as he mirrored her. The world narrowed to him, his weapon, and the ring of sand.

He advanced, a series of lightning-fast thrusts forcing her backward. She met each strike, her spear a shield of shifting wood, her arms burning with effort. He shifted angles suddenly, sweeping at her legs. She leapt, landing light on her toes, and launched a quick riposte, nearly catching him in the chest. He knocked her attack wide with a resounding crack, then flowed into a counter that nearly disarmed her.

They separated again. Arie’s heart thundered in her ears, her breath coming in ragged pulls. Micah gave her a nod, then lunged with ferocious speed. She caught his spear with hers, wood shuddering in her grip, and twisted hard. For a moment, they were locked, weapons grinding as they strained for control. He had the obvious strength advantage, so she broke the bind with an unexpected shove that staggered him half a step back, then struck with everything she had—a flurry of rapid thrusts that forced him to retreat.

But his footwork was impeccable, his defenses unbreakable. He turned her final thrust aside with a sharp flick of his spear, stepped inside her reach, and caught the shaft of her weapon with his own. In one smooth, powerful motion, he twisted and yanked, ripping the spear from her grasp and sending it skidding across the sand.

Before she could reach for it, the blunt tip of Micah’s spear tapped her firmly on the center of her chest.

“Yield,” he ordered, voice calm but resolute.

Arie froze, chest heaving. For a moment, she stared at him, then dipped her head with a fierce, breathless grin. “Yield,” she gasped.

Micah stepped back, lowering his spear with a satisfied nod. “Very well fought, Candidate. You fought with courage, skill, and adaptability. You’ve shown me what I needed to see.”

The others erupted in applause, their cheers ringing through the training hall. Brynlé clapped her on the shoulder as she bent to retrieve her spear, and Olia looked ready to burst with excitement. Even Jaran gave her a rare, approving smile.

Arie stood tall, breathing hard but radiant with joy. She had been tested by a master—and she had loved every second of it.

The only cloud that marred an otherwise brilliant moment was the feeling of loss of her former abilities. If she had still been a vampire, she would not have become winded or needed to strain her body to fight the Master, even if she couldn’t have used her speed and strength.

She shoved that thought away. I won’t let this moment be spoiled by that. Mara is dead. Arie is who I am now, and this was fun!

Turning to Olia, she smirked. “You still want a piece of me?

“You better believe it. Find a sword and let’s do this!”

Laughing, Master Micah cooled their jets with a raised hand. “Give the Candidate time to recover; otherwise, it won’t be a fair test. Why don’t we have Macé and Jaran compete to pass the time?”

While the big adept and the journeyman entered the ring and began hammering at each other with blunted weapons, Arie searched the racks along the walls. None of the swords matched the elegant curvature of a katana, but after testing a few, she settled on a saber with a grip just long enough for the two-handed strikes she favored. As the others cheered the ongoing fight, she stepped off to a corner, practicing fluid cuts, footwork, and transitions to get a feel for the blade. It wasn’t perfect, but it would do.

She was still getting used to the saber’s balance when Macé and Jaran finished their intense bout, both breathing heavily but grinning in mutual respect. As they stepped aside, Arie took a final breath, rolling her shoulders loose, and strode back into the ring. She met Olia’s eyes—full of excitement and fierce determination.

Master Micah called out, “Next, we have Arie and Olia. Sword versus rapier. Step into the ring and begin.”

They saluted each other with their blades and launched into motion, Heartwood clashing almost immediately. Olia pressed the attack, her rapier flicking out with astonishing speed and aggression, forcing Arie to backpedal. The younger woman’s eyes blazed with the ferocity of someone who refused to lose. Each thrust came with the precision of countless hours of drill—she was a Spellsword through and through, her blade a blur of disciplined fury.

Arie parried and slipped to the side, testing Olia’s defenses with measured strikes of her own. The saber wasn’t the katana she loved, but muscle memory and years of real combat experience were on her side. A shallow strike scored Olia’s sleeve, but the younger woman only grinned, eyes sparkling with the thrill of the fight.

Their weapons rang in a flurry of exchanges, the sound echoing off the stone walls of the private space. Olia’s footwork was quick and aggressive, her lunges deep and confident. But Arie adapted, shifting angles and using tight defensive sweeps to control space. She forced Olia to work harder with every pass, neither giving an inch.

Around them, Brynlé’s eyes gleamed with keen interest, leaning forward as she followed every shift of weight and flicker of blade. Jaran and Macé exchanged impressed looks, muttering quietly about the intensity of the duel. Even Micah, arms crossed, watched with narrowed eyes, his brow rising whenever Arie pulled off a slick counter or escaped a tight corner.

A furious exchange near the center of the ring had both women breathing hard, blades flashing in rapid, staccato movements. Olia’s rapier carved a near-miss past Arie’s shoulder—so close she felt the wind of it—before Arie twisted inside the next thrust, pivoting low, and brought her saber around in a precise horizontal cut that tapped Olia’s ribs.

“Point!” Master Micah barked, stepping forward. The fierce fight had Arie really feeling the mortality of her body. Her young friend was all heart and will, and didn’t have a single ounce of ‘quit’ in her. The points went back and forth as they each gained more hits, one after the other, until the Master called a halt. “I have seen enough of Arie’s sword skills.”

Olia stumbled back, chest heaving, but she burst into a grin. “That was amazing!” she gasped, sweat glistening on her forehead.

Arie let out a breathless laugh, her own heart pounding. “You don’t make it easy, Olia. I can see why none of your cohort could beat you.”

Without hesitation, Olia stabbed her rapier into the sand and threw her arms around Arie, hugging her fiercely. “Don’t you dare lose in the Trials. I want to do this again once you’re one of us and we can use spells!”

Cheers erupted from their watching peers. Brynlé clapped enthusiastically, eyes alight with respect and something else—calculating interest.

Now that they had separated and were catching their breaths, Micah gave a rare, satisfied smile. “Excellent,” he declared, his voice ringing with approval. “That’s the kind of spirit we look for in a Spellsword.”

Arie basked in the glow of the moment, the thrill of the duel still singing through her limbs. Whatever came next, she knew she belonged here—and she would fight for the right to prove it.

Another break followed while she rested and found a pair of daggers that felt right in her hands. It wasn’t lost on her that these moments were defining her fate with this guild, and she relished it.

Daggers weren’t the ideal choice for facing a weapon with the reach of a rapier—but if she could close the distance, she could turn the tables. In her old life, they’d been her tool of choice for assassinations and covert missions. She’d claimed to be skilled, so now she had to prove it. Worse, her opponent was Brynlé, a seasoned adept wielding a long, slender rapier—built for speed and precision rather than brute force. This was going to be tough; it was a bad matchup for her. She would have preferred Macé with her big, slower club of a mace. Of course, that was very likely why Master Micah had chosen Brynlé, to push her to her limits.

They stepped into the ring and saluted. The spectators leaned forward in anticipation, knowing this would be a clash of opposites: Brynlé’s polished, elegant reach against Arie’s raw aggression with short blades. Micah’s gaze was sharp, measuring every movement before they even began.

The instant Micah called, “Begin!” Brynlé sprang forward with a blur of motion. Her rapier sliced the air with graceful precision, forcing Arie back before she could even attempt to close. Arie ducked, twisted, but each time she tried to slip inside Brynlé’s guard, the rapier slashed out to cut her path off with blinding speed.

Heartwood flashed in rapid exchanges, Arie’s daggers ringing against Brynlé’s blade. The shorter woman fought like a predator: fast, ruthless, and utterly controlled. Every parry and thrust from Brynlé was a lesson in efficiency. Arie countered with low leg sweeps and sudden advances, but Brynlé danced just out of reach, always one step ahead.

Jaran muttered to Macé from the sidelines, “She’s good. But Brynlé’s like water—no openings.”

Macé folded her arms, eyes keen, “Arie’s skilled, but she’s fighting uphill.”

Arie felt it too. Brynlé’s control of distance was flawless, never allowing her to stay within her reach. Each time Arie closed the gap, Brynlé’s rapier flicked out like a snake, forcing her to retreat. Twice, Arie almost got in close enough to strike, only to find Brynlé pivoting away with a dancer’s grace, blade carving lines inches from Arie’s face.

Every time Arie tried to set her feet for a committed attack, Brynlé’s rapier was there to punish her hesitation. She was sweating heavily now, her breath coming faster. Yet excitement surged in her chest—it had been so long since someone had pushed her like this. Other than Master Micah and Olia, of course.

Brynlé’s eyes gleamed with competitive fire. “You’re good!” she hissed between exchanges.

Arie grinned breathlessly. “You’re better!”

A furious series of slashes and parries erupted, the two women’s blades flashing in a blur of motion that had everyone watching in tense silence. The final clash ended with Arie stumbling back, her chest heaving. She knew she couldn’t win head-on. Time for something tricky.

Feigning a desperate charge, she broke Brynlé’s rhythm and dove into a sideways roll, coming up low with both daggers flicking toward her opponent. The first dagger was deflected with a lightning-fast parry that drew a shout of admiration from Olia, but the second clipped Brynlé’s thigh with a shallow, glancing hit.

Before Arie could press the advantage, Brynlé closed the distance with frightening speed. Her rapier darted forward, the tip stopping cold at Arie’s throat. Arie froze, chest rising and falling with exertion, eyes locked with Brynlé’s fierce, triumphant gaze.

“Match!” Micah declared, voice ringing with finality.

A hush fell. Then applause erupted around them. Brynlé lowered her rapier and stepped in, throwing her arms around Arie with a laugh, hugging her tightly. “That was incredible!”

Arie hugged her back, breathless but exhilarated. “I’ve never fought anyone like you,” she gasped.

Micah stepped forward, voice carrying quiet authority. “Well done. But Candidate—while you fought fiercely, it’s clear the spear and sword are your better weapons. Still, you showed impressive adaptability.” His eyes twinkled as he added, “Your creativity nearly won the match.”

Brynlé rested an arm around Arie’s waist as they stepped out of the ring together, both flushed with the thrill of the fight. Around them, the others murmured with impressed excitement—this duel had left no doubt that Arie belonged here. Even if she had lost two out of her three matches, she had proven herself in the eyes of warriors who respected only skill and spirit.

Micah gestured everyone to the benches lining the wall. He sat, and the others gathered around, each finding a place to settle.

“After witnessing these three matches, it’s clear you fought with skill and a deep understanding of combat principles in each. However, I would not recommend daggers as your primary weapon. Between the spear and sword, you performed well enough with both to be granted a Heartwood sword if you wished to switch. But my recommendation is to stay with the spear. Since you already possess your own Heartwood, the guild could invest in further enchantments beyond what it currently holds. This would be your best value and could lead to a truly exceptional weapon, especially given its already impressive shifting ability.”

He flashed a wicked grin as he continued, “My suggestion would be to add an enchantment that allows your weapon to change length at will during combat. That unpredictability would make you an especially difficult opponent, particularly once you master our guild spells and techniques. Something to consider—when you pass your Trials. Which I am scheduling for tomorrow afternoon.”

Brynlé and Olia, seated on either side of her, each clapped her on the back, and everyone joined in congratulating her.

Arie basked in the warmth of their friendship and acceptance, even though she hadn’t yet been officially accepted into the guild. She knew it wasn’t just Micah’s decision: a panel of Masters would sit in judgment of her Trials, and ultimately she would need to overcome their resistance to inducting an adult who hadn’t been raised in guild traditions.

“Now, I want to watch the rest of you pair up and spar. I’ll offer pointers for the next two hours, and then you’re dismissed.”

As the others got up to head back to the ring, each eager to test themselves and receive the Master’s guidance, Micah pulled her aside.

“Assuming you pass your Trials—and I am confident you will—there will be six days left before we must leave for your return to the dragon. I highly recommend you focus on mastering that Teleportation spell. If things go poorly, we’ll launch the assault, but you’d best rely on yourself to escape—and perhaps grab the boy in the process.”

Arie frowned. “I’ll take your advice and work on it. But there’s a problem you should know about, in case an assault becomes necessary. Tenebril has an array embedded in her lair—walls and floor alike. Anywhere inside, she can cut off your magic completely, even block enchanted items. That’s why I couldn’t risk teleporting last time. Once I’m inside, if she activates it—and I’m sure she will—I won’t be able to cast anything. Even the mana stored in my staff was unreachable.”

The Spellsword Master’s expression darkened. “That is a problem. I will give it some thought. Perhaps using a null magic field could disrupt her array entirely, allowing you to cast or take other actions. It couldn’t be activated from within, but perhaps we could project a field into the tunnel entrance.”

The rest of the afternoon passed in a blur of sparring matches, lively cheers, and focused instruction as Micah offered critiques and praise. When the session ended, all except for Master Micah met for dinner in the main dining hall, since the journeymen couldn’t yet enter the adepts’ hall.

Tomorrow would bring her Trials and the final decision on whether she would be admitted to the guild or have her memories of their magic stripped from her mind, crippling her magic growth.

And yet, that night Arie fell into bed and was instantly asleep. For the first time in days, her rest was deep and refreshing. The compulsion was gone, and her mind was at ease.


Chapter
Twenty-Four



The next day, she rose with the sun and took the morning slowly. She called Toman to fill him in on what she could, though she purposefully left out details of the mission’s conclusion. When he complained, she explained it was to protect him—if he didn’t know, he couldn’t be forced to talk or have secrets pulled from his mind by a Seer.

“I wasn’t joking when I said this is serious,” she told him, voice firm. “I still don’t know who Tynin’s enemies are, but they’re powerful and ruthless enough to throw entire teams at anyone who gets in their way. The more I think about it, the more convinced I am that they were trying to use his family as leverage. They kidnapped his wife and sons, then when they lost them, they sent mercenary teams to kill anyone who tried to uncover the truth.”

Toman’s voice came back thoughtful but worried. “What do you think this is really about? He’s just one of the city lords, right? Why him? If he’s the richest and most powerful, like everyone says, wouldn’t that make him the hardest one to bring down?”

That same question had been plaguing her mind. “Exactly—that’s what bothers me. Why him? What does he do for the city? What could someone force him to do if they held his family hostage as leverage? That’s the real question.”

“I don’t know,” Toman admitted quietly. “Wouldn’t it just be easier to kill him outright instead of going through all this elaborate trouble?”

She shook her head even though he couldn’t see it. “No, I doubt it would be easy to kill him. But if they only wanted him dead, they could’ve tried that already. They managed to turn some of his men—he found the traitors himself once he realized information was leaking. If they could do that, then killing him wouldn’t have been impossible. That brings us back to the same question: why go to all this trouble? There must be something specific he controls or something only he can do, something he’s refusing that they want badly.”

Toman let out a frustrated sigh. “Maybe they just want to keep him distracted. The rumors have been wild lately, haven’t they? Some say he’s so grief-stricken he’s ignoring his responsibilities.”

“No doubt someone’s been spreading lies to damage his standing,” she said firmly. “That ridiculous story about him giving his estate away to a young woman is proof enough. Sure, he might have been distracted with everything that’s happened, and maybe that helped his enemies. But I think it’s more than that. I just don’t have all the pieces yet.”

“Well, then don’t stress over what you can’t control,” Toman said, his voice warming. “All you can do is finish whatever mission you’re on. But you’d better tell me the whole story once this is over, or I’ll withhold my enchanting services!”

She laughed at his teasing threat. “Alright, alright—you’ll hear everything when I can talk freely. But for now, I’ve got to go. My Trials are this afternoon, and I need to prepare.”

“Good luck, and be safe, Arie,” he said softly before ending the call.

She was left alone with her thoughts and set about reviewing every spell she knew. She didn’t exhaust herself casting them, but she made sure each one was fresh in her mind. If the Trials included a demonstration of her magic, she wanted to be ready. There was nothing else she could do to prepare.

At noon, Brynlé and Macé arrived to escort her to lunch in the adepts’ dining hall. They teased her about it being her last chance to enjoy good food within the Citadel for a while.

Brynlé grinned as she adjusted the straps of her chestplate. “Once you become a journeyman, you’ll get a little freedom to wander the city—but don’t expect it right away. Not until you’re at least Rank 2. And don’t forget, we’ve been ordered to make sure you don’t step beyond the gates until the end of the week.”

Macé gave a shrug, frowning faintly. “I don’t know what’s behind that order, but Master Micah himself told us. We’re officially on duty guarding you.”

Arie felt a strange warmth knowing Master Micah was keeping his word and protecting the mission’s secrecy, even among guild members.

When they settled into the dining hall, Arie flipped through the menu with a sigh—steak was tempting, but she couldn’t risk eating things too heavy and feeling sick during the Trials. She chose one of the Citadel’s signature salads instead and savored how fresh and perfectly prepared the vegetables were. She asked her friends about the seasonings and was told they used tulum root, kerrin seed, and emberleaf. None of those names were familiar, but she decided she liked them all. Emberleaf had a subtle, fleeting burn like a mild pepper, but unlike the habaneros she remembered from Earth, its heat faded almost immediately.

As they ate, Brynlé and Macé did their best to keep the mood light, sharing stories of the city, travels to distant nations, and battles they’d fought across the continent.

Macé stabbed a piece of roasted root vegetable with her fork and shook her head. “The worst were the Clans along the northern coast. You kill one of them in a fair fight—next thing you know, you’ve got sworn blood enemies for life. Soon, the whole family’s gunning for you. I had to kill five Clansmen because I defended a keep during one of their raids. Their cousin died on my mace, and the rest wouldn’t let it go.”

She shook her head with a disgusted sigh. “When the contract ended, I was glad to ride out of there. I wouldn’t be surprised if half a clan is still out there, waiting to settle the score if I ever go back.”

Arie reached across the table, patting Macé’s shoulder. “At least they aren’t dumb enough to chase you this far south.”

Macé barked a laugh, loud enough to turn a few heads. “True enough, I suppose. Though if they do, I’d almost welcome it. Give me a good fight instead of waiting for trouble to find me.”

The big woman snorted, “Still, no one is stupid enough to attack a Spellsword for vengeance when they aren’t on a mission. They’d have the entire guild after them. It’s one thing when we are on a contract, and violence is part of the risk.”

Brynlé finished, “Yeah, just targeting one of us for no reason. That will get you dead quick.”

Arie nodded. That was one of the reasons she wanted to join. Assholes like Drevan or the city crime lord Noloris would think twice before sending assassins. Not that she would have any more dealings with the Undercity if she could help it.
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Once the meal ended, Brynlé and Macé escorted her to a freestanding building—small compared to the keep’s towering walls, but still large enough to hold a wide fighting ring and rows of stone bleachers for dozens of spectators down two walls. There was something ceremonial in its design: polished stone, gleaming steel, and an architecture grander than most of the Citadel’s other structures. It felt like a place of both tradition and gravity.

At the far end of the building stood a raised dais with twelve imposing chairs, and a door through which the Masters would emerge when the time came.

Her friends led her into the center of the ring, offering quiet words of encouragement. They didn’t mention the details of the upcoming Trials—just their unwavering support.

Her shorter friend gave her a reassuring grin. “Remember, every Spellsword stands in this ring, or one like it, and proves themselves in these Trials. You’ll succeed. You’ll join the ranks as one of us.”

Macé gestured to the wide stretch of packed sand. “You’re brought here an hour before it begins. You’re meant to meditate, to reaffirm to yourself that this is what you truly want. When the hour is up, the doors will open and anyone who wishes can watch your tests.”

With those final words, they stepped back to the great doors and quietly slipped outside, leaving her alone in the silent arena. She appreciated being alone with her thoughts. From what she had heard, this was usually done with entire groups of apprentices at once, but because of her unusual circumstances and timing, she would be judged alone.

She sank down onto the sand, crossing her legs, closing her eyes. There wasn’t much to consider—she’d been thinking about this moment for weeks. True, only in the past few days had she truly gotten a sense for what the guild was like from the inside, but rather than cooling her enthusiasm, it had only stoked it. She admired the camaraderie she’d found among the adept squad, the respect Master Micah had shown her, and the sense of purpose the Spellswords shared. She knew not every member would be as welcoming, but what she had seen suggested the guild’s heart was strong, its people shaped by a code she could believe in.

Because yes, they were mercenaries—magic-wielding sell-swords—but they were mercenaries with a conscience. She’d studied their code ever since she’d first gotten her hands on Olia’s spell tomes, even though a twinge of guilt still lingered over how she’d acquired them. Still, she’d come to terms with it. The code gave them the power to refuse any mission that betrayed their values. Values that, at their core, boiled down to “don’t be evil”. They didn’t take contracts from slavers to hunt innocents. They didn’t accept pay to slaughter villages resulting from tax disputes or murder peasants for some greedy noble. They might have blood on their hands—they were warriors, after all—but it was blood taken in honorable battle, never for cruelty or blind profit.

She chuckled to herself, shaking her head slightly. Speaking of their honor…

Above the Masters’ seats, engraved into a steel plaque, was the very code she’d memorized long ago:

We are brothers and sisters! We stand together!

Stand with Honor: Fight only for causes just and true.

Shield the Innocent: Never raise steel or spell against those undeserving.

Serve with Integrity: Refuse coin that demands cruelty or injustice.

Respect the Guild: Uphold the brotherhood and its oath above all.

We are the Spellswords!

As Mara the vampire, she had spent more than a hundred years fighting for what she believed was right, challenging the Cabal—the shadowy rulers of Earth’s supernatural world—whose schemes twisted nations and pulled strings from the dark.

Now, on Greymantle, she didn’t face an enemy controlling the entire world from the shadows. Here, as a Spellsword, her enemies would be open, her battles honest. Her missions would be clear, with lines drawn and reasons she could respect.

It was a refreshing change, and it suited Arie perfectly.

A deep, resonant chime rolled through the chamber, heavy with tradition. The great doors swung open, silent on their massive hinges, and journeymen and adepts began filing in. Among them came her friends—Olia, Jaran, Brynlé, Macé, Dilwyn, Captain Eiran, and Lieutenant Anan—leading the way to the front rows, seating themselves nearest the raised platform where the Masters would soon sit.

A hush settled across the chamber. It was not fear, but the reverent quiet of a sacred rite—no one spoke, no one shifted needlessly. Even the smallest sound seemed to echo against the grand stone walls.

When the last of the spectators had entered and taken their seats, the doors closed with a deep, final thud. The chime sounded again, louder, more solemn.

Then, from the door behind the dais, twelve Masters emerged in their brown and black armor, their faces grave, their steps measured. They crossed the floor with silent authority, climbing the dais and taking their seats in the twelve high-backed chairs.

Arie rose smoothly from her meditation, standing tall at the center of the ring. She lifted her chin, shoulders back, and faced the Masters as they regarded her for the first time. She wanted them to see her as she was: unbowed, unafraid, and ready to prove she belonged among them.

Each man and woman among them looked the very image of a Spellsword at their peak—honed warriors whose weapons were as individual as their scars. Their eyes carried the weight of countless battles survived, the quiet confidence of those who had faced death time and again and emerged stronger for it. Each weapon at their side, each piece of their gear, spoke of lifetimes of hard-won skill and experience.

Master Micah sat just to the right of center on the dais, his expression calm yet proud. He looked younger than some of his peers, but older and more seasoned than others—a man who had found his place among the best.

When the last Master settled into their seat, Micah rose, voice ringing through the chamber with clear authority. “This candidate comes before us, an adult who has already faced the fires of battle. I have personally witnessed her courage and spirit. I attest that she has the heart to be our sister.”

An older man at the far left end of the dais stood, armor shifting around his broad frame. His lined face was stern but not unkind. “By what right does she deserve to stand for the Trials?” His voice, like Micah’s, amplified by subtle magic, carried easily to every ear in the silent hall.

Micah answered without hesitation, his own voice carrying just as far. “She has earned two Boons—and done so within the span of only three months. The first came by uncovering and destroying a slaver ring hidden beneath our own city streets, preying upon the weak and those without kin to protect them.”

A quiet murmur spread through the ranks of journeymen and adepts in the bleachers, quickly stifled out of respect for the ceremony.

The older Master’s brows lowered in consideration. “This is worthy. What was the second boon?” His hand rested on the hilt of a beautifully crafted Heartwood longsword, its polished wood dark as midnight.

“She was assigned a mission by the Council itself,” Micah continued, unwavering. “I cannot speak its details openly, as revealing them would endanger lives. However, I affirm she completed it in exemplary fashion—displaying courage far beyond what was asked of her, risking her life multiple times to secure success.”

Another Master, this one younger and seated to Micah’s right, stood. Her voice was crisp and cool as winter air. “I was among those who approved the contract. I confirm she fulfilled its requirements, both in letter and in spirit.” She nodded once and resumed her seat.

The older Master who had challenged her right nodded slowly, a thoughtful light in his eyes. “I accept this as proof of her worthiness to stand Trial, despite her unconventional path to our brotherhood. Do any among us object?”

A tense moment passed, but the silence held. No dissenting voice rose from the Masters; none even shifted in their chairs.

From where she stood, Arie’s heart beat a steady rhythm. Though she had never seen or even heard of these aspects of this ceremony before, she understood the gravity of what was happening—and the honor being extended to her. There was no anger or malice in the challenge, only duty: a necessary formality to ensure every candidate truly belonged.

Micah surveyed the dais, gaze sweeping over his fellow Masters. When no objection came, he raised his voice one last time. “Then let the Trials begin!”

A deep chime echoed through the ceremonial hall, the sound reverberating off polished stone and steel. The atmosphere thickened with anticipation, the air charged with silent respect. This was it—her moment to prove herself, to show beyond any doubt that she deserved a place among the Spellswords.

Arie set her shoulders, standing tall at the center of the ring as the Masters prepared to judge her every move.


Chapter
Twenty-Five



Micah sat, and another Master stood. “The first test is that of weapon skill. I see that the Candidate holds a spear. Who would challenge her and give her the opportunity to demonstrate her skill to this assembly?”

One of her companions from the squad stood. “I, Adept Dilwyn, spear wielder, will cross weapons with the Candidate.”

This was all very formal. Almost more than what she would have expected from this guild of warriors. Still, this ceremony had the effect of proving to everyone that a candidate was fit to stand beside them in battle, so it made sense.

He walked out into the ring and stood before her. He gave her the formal salute with his spear, just as Master Micah had the day before.

She knew this was to be without magic, just as their sparring had been yesterday.

This was about weapon skills alone.

She returned the salute and grinned, taking a fighting stance.

Arie’s grin faded as the hush settled over the arena. The tension was thick enough to taste. The only sounds were the faint rustle of spectators adjusting on the bleachers and the muted rustle as she rolled her shoulders and shifted her grip on her spear.

Although she had faced a Master the day before and felt confident in her abilities, she couldn’t help the butterflies dancing in her stomach. Heavy stakes were riding on this match. If she failed to prove her right to be among them, they would rip the magical knowledge from her mind, leaving her with a broken foundation. She might recover in time, but she would never reach the heights available to her now. That broken foundation would always hinder her future growth.

Taking a deep breath, she gripped her spear and readied herself.

They faced each other, separated by only a few paces in the wide, circular ring. The twelve Masters sat like stone on the dais. Their eyes, sharp and unblinking, missed nothing. Master Micah sat among them, his gaze focused and intense, pride softening the hard lines of his face. Having tested her the day before, he knew she would impress.

Her friends were seated near the front of the stands, leaning forward, silent but visibly tense. Brynlé’s eyes glittered with keen interest; Olia’s hands were white-knuckled where they gripped her knees.

The Master who had called the first Trial bellowed, her voice carried across the arena like a bell, “Begin!”

Arie and Dilwyn exploded into motion. Dust puffed up beneath their boots as they closed the distance in a heartbeat, spears flashing in the magical light from many crystal spheres hanging from the ceiling.

Their initial clash rang out sharp and melodic but not metallic as Heartwood clashed with Heartwood, drawing a few hushed murmurs from the crowd. A flurry of feints and parries followed—Dilwyn’s attacks were measured and precise, every thrust calculated. Arie matched him step for step, the clash of their weapons a rapid staccato beat.

She felt each reverberation down her arms, relishing the challenge. He was strong, fast, and skilled—everything she could hope for. He pivoted suddenly, his spear lashing out low, forcing her to leap sideways, sand spraying from her boots. A few of the Masters nodded approvingly, one stroking his beard thoughtfully as Arie landed lightly and spun, deflecting the next attack with a swift parry that nearly caught Dilwyn off guard.

Macé let out a low whistle from the front row when Arie shifted her grip and drove Dilwyn back with a dazzling series of strikes that forced him to retreat a few paces. But his eyes never lost their fierce focus, and he gave ground only to reset, lunging forward with a counterstrike that slipped past her guard and grazed her hip. She hissed, more at herself than the pain, and twisted away.

He was not going easy on her. It was his job to show beyond a doubt that she belonged, and he was determined to do it by pressing her with as much skill as he could muster.

They circled, breathing hard now, sweat darkening their hair and staining their tunics. Sand stuck to their boots, kicked up by their rapid footwork. Dilwyn’s next attack came in a blur of motion, spear darting forward with blistering speed. She narrowly blocked it, the force of his strike vibrating up her arms. The watching crowd collectively exhaled at the near hit.

Arie countered with an aggressive rush, feinting left before spinning right, her spear slashing toward Dilwyn’s flank. He met her attack with a brutal parry that sent her weapon skidding aside. She staggered back, chest heaving, but her eyes shone with fierce exhilaration. This was what she had dreamed of—being tested, pushed to her limits.

Master Micah leaned forward, hands folded over his knees, his expression approving but intent. He had seen what he needed to see in her spirit and technique.

Dilwyn pressed the attack again, a relentless onslaught that showcased his control and precision. Each move forced her onto the defensive, her arms burning with the effort to keep up. Arie’s breath became ragged as they exchanged fierce blows, neither willing to yield. She caught a glimpse of Brynlé’s eyes wide with admiration, and Olia biting her lip in anxious excitement.

Their battle had gone on longer than it should have. No candidate was expected to stand at this level against a full Adept. The audience was getting a show beyond their expectations.

But she felt it: her endurance slipping, fatigue clawing at her muscles. She might be experienced in combat from countless battles, but like Master Micah the day before, Dilwyn was a master of the spear and had dedicated his life to his chosen weapon. He was wearing her down, slowly but surely.

Dilwyn sensed it, too. He redoubled his assault, battering down her defense. She dug deep, planting her feet and trying to turn the tide with a sudden aggressive thrust. But Dilwyn anticipated it, pivoted neatly, and swept her spear aside with a sharp flick. Before she could recover, his spearhead hovered an inch from her chest.

A bell rang out, signaling the match’s end.

Silence hung heavy for a moment before soft murmurs of appreciation rippled through the stands. The Masters on the dais nodded, a few murmuring quietly among themselves. Master Micah’s face was a study in satisfaction, tempered by the knowledge that Arie had been pushed to her absolute limit.

Arie dropped to one knee, catching her breath as Dilwyn stepped back and saluted her. She returned the gesture, her grin breaking across her face despite the exhaustion pulling at her limbs. The crowd’s subdued reaction spoke volumes; this had been no casual spar—it was a fierce proving of worth, and they all knew it. Usually, on these sands, teenage apprentices, not yet battle-tested, stood their trials and typically fought against journeymen to prove their worth.

This had been a different beast, and everyone present recognized the significance.

As Dilwyn moved to exit the ring, he clapped her on the shoulder with a respectful nod. “They’ll be talking about this fight for a long time.”

She let out a breathless laugh, sweat dripping down her temples as she stood back up. “And you’re every bit the opponent I hoped for.”

The Masters stood, conferring among themselves, their voices low. Micah caught her eye and gave a single, satisfied nod. Whatever came next, she knew she’d earned their respect when it came to weapon mastery.

When the Masters returned to their seats, the female Master who had officiated that first test announced, “Candidate Arie showed exemplary skill with weapons. She has passed the first Trial.”

Another Master stood as the others settled into their seats. This one was a white-haired man well past his middle years, his face lined and bearing several scars he had chosen not to heal—a testament to battles hard-fought. His gravelly voice echoed through the arena, magically amplified like the others before him. “Next is the test of magical aptitude. Candidate, step forward and place your hand on the orb that is being brought forth. When you have, push as much mana into the stone as you can muster.”

A marble column floated across the sand, guided by an unseen force, and came to rest just before the dais where the Masters watched. Perched atop it was an orb larger than a man’s head, crafted from a yellowish crystal that caught the light and refracted it in shifting patterns.

This test felt less ceremonial than the combat trial—at least there was no flourish of ritual or call for challengers. So she stepped forward with purpose and did as instructed. She planted her feet firmly in the sand, raised her hand, and set her palm flat against the cool, polished surface of the orb.

Drawing a deep breath, she pulled mana into herself, summoning every scrap of strength she could reach, then poured it into the stone. She didn’t hold back, forcing the flow of power forward with all her will, determined to show what she was capable of.

Almost instantly, the crystal began to glow from within, its light flickering like a flame. It started dim, almost imperceptible, then grew steadily brighter, pulsing with a steady rhythm that matched the racing beat of her heart.

First dimly, then swelling in intensity, golden light spiraling through the yellow crystal. As Arie poured her mana into it, rings of light formed around the orb, each one projecting floating symbols into the air above: 50%, 60%, 70%—each threshold a measure of her potential compared to the theoretical human maximum.

A quiet ripple spread through the bleachers as the third ring lit up and the 70% sigil flared into view. Eyes sharpened, but no one looked surprised yet. This was well within the realm of what they expected from a worthy candidate. But then the fourth ring ignited, symbols marking 80% spinning into the air with a crisp brilliance. The crowd went still, hushed murmurs of interest rising among the assembled adepts and journeymen.

As Arie strained, sweat starting to bead along her hairline for the second time since her Trials had begun, the light pulsed again—clear and unwavering—before a fifth ring shimmered into existence, marking her mana potential over 90%. The sigil glowed like molten gold, casting shifting patterns of light across the packed sand of the arena.

That was impressive.

Among the Masters on the dais, several nodded with approval, their expressions reflecting quiet satisfaction rather than shock. This was exactly the kind of high-tier potential the Spellswords sought—rare, but not outside expectations for the best recruits. Master Micah allowed a small, proud smile, glancing briefly at the other judges with a glint in his eyes as if to say: I told you she was worth it.

It was a serious strain to pull in so much mana at once and force it through her body and into the crystal, but she wasn’t quite done. As difficult as this was, she felt that she could do just a little bit more.

Then, as Arie forced the last ounce of her mana into the orb, a final surge of brilliance flared—the light sharp and intense—as the sixth and highest ring formed above the stone. The sigil at its center marked her potential between 95 and 100%, the ultimate measure of human capacity. The ring pulsed once, casting an ethereal glow across the arena floor before settling into a steady radiance, signifying that no greater potential could be measured by the artifact.

In the bleachers, Olia’s eyes sparkled with delight, fists clenched in a silent cheer she could barely contain. Brynlé leaned forward in her seat, her gaze sharp and calculating—clearly impressed, already imagining what Arie might accomplish with proper guild training. Macé let out her low whistle, brows rising appreciatively, and Jaran elbowed Anan with a grin that earned a satisfied nod in return. Arie saw coins change hands and was amused despite the absolute effort of pushing her mana into the crystal sphere.

Master Micah stood, his voice ringing out with crisp authority but carrying a note of unmistakable pride. “Candidate Arie demonstrates mana potential at the very limits of human capacity—exceeding ninety-five percent. This level is rare, even among our ranks, and promises great power and potential for the path of the Spellsword.”

As he spoke, the sixth ring’s glow lingered for a heartbeat longer, casting golden light across the arena before slowly receding back into the orb, fading from brilliant white-gold to a warm, pulsing ember before vanishing entirely. Arie lowered her hand, chest rising and falling with the exertion, but her chin stayed high, eyes gleaming with quiet triumph.

Rather than awed silence, a ripple of excited energy passed through the gathered Spellswords—a current of impressed approval, hushed out of respect for the solemnity of the Trials, but all the more potent for it. Even the Masters who had looked skeptical before now regarded her with expressions of keen interest, some even nodding in subtle acknowledgment of what they’d just witnessed.

Master Micah inclined his head toward her, his approval clear as his eyes met hers. “You have shown that your strength of mana is not only worthy of a Spellsword, but exceptional. Rest now for a few minutes, Candidate Arie, and recover your mana.

Arie stepped back from the orb, catching the bright, supportive looks of her friends seated near the front. Relief and pride welled up inside her, stronger than any exhaustion—she had not just proven she belonged here; she had done so with strength and promise that set her apart.

Chuckling to herself, she reflected. It was one thing being told by Toman and the Healers that she had near-maximum mana potential, but proving it through a test like this was something else entirely. That had taken some serious effort!

However, next was the final Trial—and it was one she hadn’t been told about beforehand. Apparently, it was a challenge that required her to recover her mana before it began.

If she were honest, she didn’t need more than a few minutes. The Trial hadn’t drained her the way casting spell after spell to exhaustion did, where every bone and cell ached from being pushed too far. Instead, this had been more of a test of how much mana she could channel at once and how strongly. It had left her with only a light tingling sensation, nowhere near the bone-deep fatigue she’d felt after her grueling practice sessions or the desperate magic she’d used in the troll valley.

In the stands, the journeymen and adepts chatted quietly among themselves, while the Masters gathered together at the dais, conferring in low voices.

Arie wasn’t trying to eavesdrop—and even if she had, it would have been impossible. They were clearly using something akin to the Seers’ Obfuscate spell to keep their conversation private. Even so, their body language spoke volumes. She could tell that Micah had just said something that hadn’t gone over well, and a sinking feeling coiled in her gut about what it might have been.

Several of the Masters shot her looks that weighed heavily, a few bordering on openly hostile.

Yeah, he had told them. He’d revealed that she knew the Spellsword guild’s secrets, and the real reason she was being put through the Trials wasn’t simply because she wanted to join.

She took several deep, steadying breaths, centering herself as she readied for whatever the final test might be. There was nothing she could do about any animosity they held if they were furious over her theft of their knowledge.

All she could do now was prove her right to stand among them.


Chapter
Twenty-Six



When the Masters returned to their seats, the audience quieted, and Arie stood at attention, projecting as much respect—and challenge—as she could through her posture and unwavering gaze.

Master Micah rose once more, his voice carrying beyond the arena as he addressed not the Masters but the crowd itself. “The final Trial will begin shortly. However, I would be remiss if I did not reveal a key detail of Candidate Arie’s journey to this moment. This candidate stands not merely at risk of failing to join our brotherhood, but at risk of losing a portion of her memories.”

A ripple of shock passed through the crowd; they hung on his every word, unprepared for such a revelation. “You see, Candidate Arie acquired knowledge of our secret techniques—spells and methods taught only to Spellswords of the journeyman rank or higher. How she came by this knowledge is irrelevant. What matters is that no one outside our guild can be permitted to carry these secrets, which form the foundation of what makes us unique among the mages of this world.”

Murmurs spread through the assembled journeymen and adepts, but Micah raised his hand, stilling them instantly. “Candidate Arie could have fled. She could have hidden herself or kept silent—no one would have been the wiser. Instead, she confessed voluntarily, sought atonement, and has shown courage beyond expectation in earning two Boons and facing the consequences should she fail these Trials. For this, and for the heart she has displayed, I stand as her advocate.”

He sat, and the elderly Master at the far end of the dais—the one who had challenged her right to stand for the Trials—rose to take Micah’s place. His scarred face was set with stern resolve. “I, Master Alric, have conferred with the twelve Masters seated here in judgment. As the challenger who first questioned her right, I will preside over her final Trial.”

His gravelly voice echoed across the arena as he continued, “Normally, this final Trial would be an opportunity for an Apprentice to demonstrate their magical aptitude, creativity, and ability to enhance their combat beyond mere weapon skills. They would not possess our secret techniques or spells. But Candidate Arie stands apart—she knows what only our brothers and sisters should. Therefore, the Masters have agreed: she may use everything at her disposal, and face me in combat. Even with our secrets, she stands no chance of victory—but victory is not required. If she shows she has the heart of a Spellsword, I will give her my blessing and call her sister. As Master Micah rightly pointed out in our discussions, earning her second boon was done as penance, and to earn forgiveness of her transgression.”

Master Alric lowered his head solemnly, gravitas radiating from him. As he looked across the audience of journeymen and adepts, he spoke with finality, “I agree that her actions have earned forgiveness, but she still faces the ultimate consequences of her actions. She will face me or lose everything she has sought to become.”

Despite the solemnity of the moment, whispers of speculation spread through the crowd. While adult candidates had been accepted before, none had ever come with the guild’s secrets already in hand.

Though his hair was white and his body bore the marks of a long, violent career, Arie could feel the danger radiating from Alric as he stepped down into the ring with the deadly grace of a predator. His longsword gleamed as he drew it, and he stood facing her with a presence that commanded absolute attention.

He called out, his voice loud and clear even without the enchantment projecting it now that he stood upon the sand. “Candidate Arie. To preserve your mind intact and earn your place among us—show us why you deserve to stand as one of our own.”

He raised his sword in salute, and she mirrored the gesture with her spear. But he gave her no chance to begin casting; he drove in immediately, pressing her with swift, measured strikes designed to keep her off balance and deny her the time to prepare.

She knew she had to be strategic. This wasn’t just about proving she could cast Spellsword magic—it was about choosing the right spells, applying them at the right moment, and showing the judgment and battlefield awareness the Masters demanded.

She chose Enhanced Speed first, knowing it would buy her the precious seconds she needed for the rest.

Their footwork was a blur, sand spraying with each pivot and sidestep. His blade slashed high, and she deflected it, leaping aside. Even as she landed, she began casting, feeling mana flood her veins.

Then her speed took hold, and suddenly Alric’s movements slowed, each strike and shift of his stance seeming deliberate and ponderous. She knew this was her window—but she wasn’t foolish enough to believe a direct attack would win. He was a Master, and she needed every edge she could muster.

Instead of Endurance, she chose Eagle’s Focus. She sprinted across the ring, using her newfound speed to open the distance before casting the spell, sharpening her awareness, and heightening her concentration until every grain of sand, every shift of his weight was crystal clear.

Out of the corner of her eye, she glimpsed the Masters leaning forward, lips moving in hushed conversation as they evaluated her choices. Some looked intrigued, a few skeptical, but none appeared dismissive. She had their full attention—and she intended to keep it.

“Speed was the right opening move,” one of the Masters who had stayed silent during the ceremony remarked to his neighbor, voice low but audible in the hush that had settled over the arena.

Another commented with quiet intensity, “Eagle’s Focus is an interesting choice. Most go for Endurance straight away. If she doesn’t get that up soon, she won’t last long.”

They weren’t wrong. Even as she scrambled to the far side of the ring to gain precious space, Master Alric moved with terrifying speed—he’d cast his own speed enhancement, and while it wasn’t the advanced adept or master variant, it was more than enough to make him a blur. He closed the distance, boots churning up sand, but by the time he reached her, she’d finished casting Endurance, the magic flooding her body with vitality to sustain the level of intensity that this fight would require.

Their next exchange was brutal, a whirlwind of flashing steel and darting footwork. Alric’s attacks came in relentless waves, every thrust precise and aggressive. He wasn’t simply trying to defeat her; he was testing her to the breaking point, keeping her too busy dodging and blocking to safely cast.

Arie’s eyes glinted with fierce resolve. She broke his rhythm with an unexpected gambit—channeling mana into a focused Light spell, she flared a brilliant pulse of radiance directly into his face. The old Master staggered, blinking furiously, momentarily blind.

She pounced, lunging forward with a powerful thrust of her blunted spear. But it wasn’t just the blow—she activated the shock rod enchantment woven into her Heartwood weapon. A sharp crackle of arcane energy arced through Alric’s body, making him jerk and stumble despite the Enhanced Endurance he had already cast. The Masters stirred, some leaning forward, others exchanging startled looks.

She seized the brief respite to cast a spell they would never expect—her one Teleporter combat spell, Echo Step. She wasn’t sure she’d even get the chance to use it given how relentlessly the Master was pressing her, but if she could pull it off, it might just save her in a critical moment.

“That wasn’t very sporting!” Alric growled, voice rough as he recovered his balance. His eyes narrowed with fierce delight as he surged forward, longsword sweeping through the air in a series of blindingly fast slashes that forced Arie back, step by step, nearly driving her to the edge of the ring.

She grinned, breathless but exhilarated. “I thought this was about being creative!” Her voice rang with defiance as she met his strikes with quick parries and agile dodges, her spear whipping through the air in sharp, punishing arcs. She fought with the practiced fury of someone who’d spent decades surviving life-or-death battles.

Cheers and gasps rippled through the audience as the fight’s intensity ratcheted up. Even the Masters were no longer silent—hushed voices traded comments, while the journeymen and adepts in the stands forgot the solemnity of the Trials, leaning forward and muttering encouragement.

Arie’s grin widened as adrenaline coursed through her veins, every nerve alight with the joy of the fight. She poured mana into more spells: Quickstrike to speed her attacks, Iron Skin to blunt Alric’s blows, Steady Hand to guide each thrust with deadly precision. Each spell layered another advantage, letting her stave off the inevitable just that much longer.

But Alric was a Master for a reason. He matched her spell for spell, voice low and focused as he invoked Blade Ward to deflect her strikes, then Bounding Leap to close the distance with terrifying suddenness. They traded vicious flurries, spear and sword clashing in a blur of motion. He slipped inside her guard, forcing her back again and again, only for her to cast Bounding Leap in turn and vault free, resetting the fight and going on the offensive with long, sweeping thrusts.

She couldn’t win. She knew it in her bones. But that wasn’t the point. She wanted to show them she was worthy—that she belonged. That she could stand with them in battle and never falter. Every move, every feint and counter, was her irrefutable proof.

Breathing hard, she maneuvered carefully, dodging and retreating in a slow spiral that brought them both closer to one side of the ring. She couldn’t control him, but she could control herself—and sometimes, that was enough to shape the flow of a fight.

Then came her final gambit. She cast Titan’s Grip, mana flooding her arms and hands to lock her grip to her spear like iron. Just in time—Alric’s blade lashed out in a textbook disarming maneuver that should have ended the fight. But instead of her weapon spinning from her hands, she twisted with the motion, using the momentum to pull herself back into balance and keep her spear.

A booming laugh erupted from the white-haired Master with the gravelly voice, echoing around the silent arena. “I was going to end the fight there, young Candidate. Very clever of you. Not many Journeymen—or even Adepts—would think to use Titan’s Grip at just the right moment in a combat like this.”

They were both panting, breath ragged, sweat dripping down their faces and soaking their tunics. The fight had gone on long enough to prove her creativity and skill at casting under pressure, and Arie silently thanked her decision to cast Eagle’s Focus early—it had been a lifesaver. Without it, she doubted she could have pulled off half the spells she’d managed, or lasted long enough to even try..

From the bleachers, one of the adepts couldn’t contain himself and called to his neighbor, voice pitched in excitement, “She’s cast the full complement of journeyman spells, while fending off Master Alric—and he’s not holding back at all!”

His companion shot back dismissively, “Yes, he is! He’s just pushing her to her limit; he’s nowhere close to his own limits. He hasn’t cast a single spell beyond Journeyman level.”

She caught snippets of murmured commentary from others but couldn’t spare focus to look for the Masters’ reactions; Alric was no longer merely pressing her—he was trying to end the fight decisively. His strikes came faster and harder, forcing her to the very edge of the ring.

Arie had hoped to use her ace in the hole for a decisive strike, but as she stumbled backward, momentum threatening to carry her out of bounds, she activated Echo Step. In an instant, she vanished, reappearing halfway across the ring. She fell backwards and rolled to her feet in a smooth motion, sand spraying around her, but Alric was already pivoting, eyes narrowing as he charged with unrelenting purpose.

She didn’t retreat this time. Gritting her teeth, she met him in the center of the ring, determined not to let him force her out. Her movements became a flurry of parries, feints, and desperate dodges, each maneuver aimed at buying a few more precious moments. She poured every bit of experience from her countless battles into the clash, shifting her stance, changing rhythms, attacking when he expected defense, defending when he pressed forward.

The arena filled with the sound of their weapons striking and sliding off one another, punctuated by their sharp exhalations. The crowd had lost its earlier solemn quiet—low gasps and whispers of awe rippled through the bleachers with every narrow escape, every dazzling maneuver. Even some of the Masters leaned forward, eyes bright with reluctant admiration or unguarded excitement.

Arie fought with everything she had, not to win, but to prove herself worthy of standing among them. She threw every trick she knew into the fray, forcing Alric to dig into his own deep well of experience. His attacks were no longer calculated tests—they were fierce, fluid, masterful strikes honed through decades of combat.

By the end, both of them were drenched in sweat, breaths coming in heavy, uneven gulps despite their enhanced endurance. Alric was laughing between gasps, a gleam of exhilaration in his eyes as he pushed her harder, pouring all his skill into overwhelming her.

He couldn’t disarm her thanks to Titan’s Grip, so he waited for the perfect moment. Then he slipped inside her guard, twisted his longsword around her spear, and thrust at her chest with sudden, irresistible force. The impact of the blunted blade sent her sprawling backward onto the sand. She landed hard, staring up at the ceiling lights, breathless but grinning fiercely.

She had not been forced out of the ring—he had needed to end it with a clear, lethal blow. That, she thought as she lay on the sand, was a far better way to lose.

The crowd erupted, cheers ringing out for a long moment before the Masters called for silence with a gesture. Even as the noise died, an electric excitement lingered in the air.

Master Alric, chest rising and falling only slightly now, strode over and extended a hand. His grin matched hers as he pulled her up, both of them sharing the fierce joy of a battle well-fought.

As they turned to face the dais, Arie finally saw the Masters clearly. Some wore broad, genuine smiles, nodding their approval. A few remained stern, their respect grudging but undeniable. And then there was Master Micah, beaming with open pride, convinced of the outcome.

Alric walked back to the dais with quiet dignity, barely seeming winded—Arie suspected he had already refreshed himself with a high-tier endurance spell and a Cleaner. Once he reached his place, his voice rose over the hushed crowd, amplified and steady.

“Do any of the Masters here feel that the fight they just witnessed was not worthy of passing the third Trial?”

Silence fell. No one spoke, though Arie caught narrowed eyes from a couple who were clearly still salty over her theft of their secrets. Even so, none challenged what she had earned.

“Then I declare that Candidate Arie has passed the third and final Trial.” With that, the old Master sank back into his seat with a look of relief on his face. Apparently, even Master-level endurance spells couldn’t completely erase the aches and pains that came with age.

Micah stood then. “Candidate Arie, through the Boons you have earned, you gained the right to take these Trials. By passing them, you have proven your worthiness to join our brotherhood. By becoming one of us, your crime is nullified, for no one outside our guild now possesses our secrets—only our brothers and sisters. Welcome, Journeywoman Arie of the Spellswords Guild!”

The entire assembly chorused in a triumphant shout, “Welcome, Journeywoman Arie!”

Olia and Brynlé were the first to rush out onto the sands, wrapping her in fierce hugs and showering her with congratulations. Soon, it felt like every member of the audience came forward, eager to greet her and welcome her into the guild.

As the adepts and journeymen began to file out, several of the Masters stepped forward. The younger female Master, whom she had learned was named Oswyn, grinned as she clasped Arie’s forearm. “That was a great showing. It’s not often someone gives a Master such a hard time, even if they are only using Journeyman spells.”

Alric interrupted with a hearty laugh. “I’ll say! I never expected you to last a quarter of that time. And what in the Dragon’s Scaly Balls was that last move? That wasn’t a Spellsword spell!”

The comment drew a ripple of laughter from everyone nearby, and Arie’s smile stretched even wider. “That was called Echo Step—a Teleporter spell that happened to fall into my possession before I met Master Micah and realized the error of my ways.” She said the last with complete sincerity. She still felt guilt over how she had acquired their secrets, even if she did not regret knowing them.

Her explanation seemed to appease one of the Masters who had been glaring at her earlier, his stern expression easing into reluctant approval.

Master Micah clapped her on the back, then turned to address the other Masters. “Had I not been fully convinced that she had the right heart to join us, I would never have advocated for her. I would have taken her before our contracted Seer and had the knowledge stripped from her mind.”

The Master she’d noticed frowning before spoke up. “No one doubts you, Master Micah. For myself, I was simply shocked to hear someone who had acquired our secrets was given this chance. But having seen her mettle, I understand your confidence in our newest Journeywoman.”

Micah inclined his head to the man. “Master Rahan, you are part of the team we’ve assembled. You’ll soon see for yourself what she’s capable of. She will act as our vanguard, and only if she fails will we intervene. You know what we face, so you know what she’ll be risking on our behalf.”

Genuine surprise spread across Rahan’s face, and he glanced at her, then to Micah, his gaze questioning. “This is the girl? No wonder you wanted her in the guild so badly.”

He turned to Arie then, his tone completely transformed. “Welcome to the guild. I hope you succeed—and if you do, it will be a fortunate day indeed that you came to us.”

After that, the other Masters stepped up to offer their congratulations, and before long, it was just Micah and her friends remaining in the arena.

Micah grew serious as he addressed her. “You’ll be conferred Rank 2. After the mission, I hope you’ll dedicate yourself to study. There’s a great deal of guild knowledge beyond what was in the spellbooks you obtained. Apprentices and journeymen spend countless hours in the classroom learning our history, doctrine, practices, and battle strategies. You’ll need to demonstrate mastery of this knowledge before you can advance to Rank 1. Completing the mission will prove your worth, but you still have to pass the exams.”

He paused, eyes steady. “In the meantime, I’ve already given you my advice on preparing for the mission. Use these next few days well. You’ll remain in the guest quarters until we depart, so you have privacy to work on your spells. Now go and get some rest—you’ve earned it.”

She felt wrung out as the last echoes of her Enhanced Endurance faded. Half-tempted to cast it again, she resisted; every use of the guild’s technique to cast self-targeted spells caused minor damage to the body, and while small individually, it added up over time. She’d need to see the guild’s assigned Healer in the coming days, as Spellswords routinely did, to ensure she didn’t overtax her systems and to undo accumulated damage.

For tonight, she settled for sharing a meal in the main dining hall with her friends, sighing at the realization that she no longer had access to the better food of the adepts’ hall.
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The next days passed in quiet study. She focused almost entirely on Teleport at Micah’s suggestion, breaking only to take meals with her friends in the dining hall or to talk with Toman using her speech stone. She even called poor Dunc, whom she hadn’t seen in what seemed like ages.

In the end, it was the last day before the mission when she finally felt confident enough to try the spell for the first time.

She asked Brynlé to escort her to the Teleporter’s circle inside the Citadel so she could get permission to use the spell. Her friend was more than happy to do so.

“You get good with that spell, and I’m sure Captain Eiran would consider inviting you to our team. Knowing you’ve got a way out of trouble would be comforting when things get tense,” Brynlé teased.

Arie laughed. “I’ll bet. I’m not sure how long it’ll take to get promoted to Rank 1, but once I do, I’d love to try getting assigned alongside Olia and Jaran to learn the ropes. In a couple of years, I should be an adept if the exams aren’t too hard. Maybe then I’ll think about joining your squad.”

They chatted easily the rest of the way to the Teleporter’s enclosure. From the outside, it was even more intimidating than she remembered. A full dozen Spellswords were on patrol or manning defensive positions, ready to repel any attempt at breaching the Citadel’s defenses through teleportation. Not that the Teleporter on duty would allow unauthorized transports—they could block incoming travelers—but the guild took no chances.

One of the things she’d learned was that no one had ever breached the Spellswords' Citadel and left alive. Only once, during the war that freed the city from Rydan rule, had a group forced its way in. That group did not make it back out.

The Spellswords took their reputation very seriously, and because of it, they often had contracts to protect individuals, keeping them safely within the walls while preventing assassins or even entire legions from getting close.

This emphasis on defense around the Teleporter enclosure was just one obvious example of the lengths they were willing to go.

It was a little intimidating to walk through the gauntlet of security now that she fully understood what was in place. Still, she wore the crossed Sword and Axe emblem above her left breast on her armor, now dyed in the browns and blacks of the guild. She and Brynlé saluted the officer in charge and were waved through without challenge. There were enchantments in the emblem that identified the wearer and their rank within the guild.

Once inside, she noticed details she’d missed the first time: subtle murder holes in the ceiling where arrows or spells could be rained down on unauthorized intruders.

She chuckled at the extremes but focused on the Teleporter sitting on a stool behind a podium, just outside the glowing magic array.

The Teleporter smiled politely. “Where may I send you, honored Spellswords?”

The guild maintained an agreement with the Teleporters for the use of their services during official business.

Arie stepped forward and asked politely, “May I have your name?”

The woman returned her smile. “Teleporter Rhoslyn. And yours?”

“Journeywoman Arie. I’ve been told it’s possible for those outside your guild to teleport, but that it must be approved and fees paid. What must I do to comply?”

Teleporter Rhoslyn blinked in surprise. “You can teleport? A Journeywoman?”

Arie kept her smile pleasant despite the slight rudeness in the woman’s doubt. “I’ve learned the spell but haven’t cast it yet. I wish to try it out by teleporting into the circle here, but I don’t want to offend your guild or break any laws.”

Rhoslyn composed herself. “I see. My apologies. To answer your question, you must be certified by a Master of my guild. Once certified, you may teleport wherever you like. However, in any city or town with a Teleporter hall, you must only ever teleport directly into the circle within the hall and pay your fee upon arrival.”

Her expression grew more serious. “Detection wards exist that will alert the guild of unauthorized travel. Jumping around within a city will have you declared an enemy of the guild, and in places like Daggerport or most kingdoms, you can be fined or imprisoned by local authorities for violating territorial laws.”

It was a lot to take in, but not unexpected. All of these big guilds had political ties to the lands they worked in—contracts that secured their power and prevented competition.

Nothing different from crony capitalism back on Earth. Not that there was anything wrong with a free market, but when big corporations got in bed with governments, all manner of evils and corruption would follow.

Thankfully, these guild institutions on Greymantle had their monopolies but were content to stay in their own lanes. Apparently, there had been actual wars fought between the guilds to establish those lanes, and eventually, all had agreed to the current state of affairs.

“You mentioned a fee?” she asked.

“As a Spellsword, because we have an agreement with your guild, your fee would be only a single gold piece per teleport. If you allow us to perform the Teleport, it would be charged to your guild.”

“Hmm… I see. Well, the entire point of this is for me to use the spell myself, so I’m happy to pay the fee.” That wasn’t too bad—a gold piece was only one-tenth of a gold mark.

Rhoslyn’s brow furrowed slightly. “Unfortunately, I am not a Master, so I would need to teleport you to the main Hall in the city, where a Master can be summoned to assist you. Will that be acceptable?”

Arie glanced at Brynlé. She had been ordered not to leave the Citadel, but there were always Spellswords on guard duty at the main Teleporter Hall, and Brynlé would be with her the entire time.

Her friend frowned thoughtfully, then held up her hand, signaling Arie to wait. A moment later, she spoke softly into her speech stone, face serious. When she finished, she nodded with a hint of relief.

“Yes, that is allowed,” Brynlé confirmed.

The Teleporter gestured for them to step into the circle, then turned to her podium and activated the array.

They disappeared from the Citadel in a shimmer of light and reappeared moments later in a much larger, bright, and airy Teleporter Hall. This one featured multiple array circles, some layered with circles within circles to accommodate different party sizes. Magic glowed softly along the polished stone floor, and the scent of warm incense drifted through the vast, vaulted space.

There were groups large and small waiting their turn, all dressed in fine clothing or armor, suggesting they were well off—teleporting was expensive, after all. It was the reason normal trade still relied on caravans and ships for the majority of commerce.

Brynlé, having been here before and familiar with the ins and outs of dealing with this guild, led Arie to a cordoned-off area at the back of the hall, where a man sat behind a polished mahogany desk. A thin silver placard reading Assistant to the Master gleamed in front of him.

As they approached, the man looked up and sniffed disdainfully, his lip curling with quiet contempt.

Arie shot her friend a questioning look, receiving only a bewildered shrug in return.

Stepping closer, she studied the man more carefully. He appeared to be in his middle years, with a receding hairline and deep-set eyes, dressed in expensive silver and grey robes bearing the Teleporter’s emblem—a silver circle with a triangle inside—marking him as a full guild member.

His words were technically polite, but his tone dripped with condescension as he asked, “What may I do for you, young ladies?” His voice suggested that their presence was nothing but a tiresome inconvenience.

On Earth, she’d met countless petty bureaucrats like him—people convinced their minuscule scraps of authority elevated them above everyone else.

What baffled her was that he would dare to act this way toward members of another influential guild. Had he no sense?

“I am Arie, of the Spellswords Guild, and I need to speak with the Master on duty,” she stated calmly, though irritation simmered under her skin.

The man sniffed disdainfully again, as if her words carried the reek of something foul. “The Master is not to be disturbed. I am Timmer, Assistant to the Master. If you need something, then speak now; for teleportation, see the Teleporter on duty at any of the arrays.” He pointedly looked back at the documents on his desk as though they were of world-shattering importance.

Arie clenched her teeth, recognizing the familiar arrogance of a petty tyrant clinging to his little fiefdom. People like Timmer reveled in denying others the simplest requests.

Beside her, Brynlé’s cheeks flushed red in anger. She stepped forward sharply. “I am Adept Brynlé of the Spellswords Guild, and my guildmate was instructed to speak directly with the Master. She has learned the Teleport spell and must be certified.”

Timmer scoffed openly now, a harsh, grating laugh. “This young girl, barely a woman and not of our guild, thinks she is capable of learning the Art? Surely you jest.” His voice rose to an indignant pitch, drawing curious looks from travelers and Teleporter apprentices nearby.

Now he was just being insulting.

Arie turned to Brynlé, pitching her voice to carry. “Is it permitted to challenge someone to a duel for such an insult? I’m unfamiliar with the city’s laws—or our guild’s rules—on such matters.”

Timmer’s face darkened to an ugly shade of purple, and he drew a sharp breath as if preparing to launch into a tirade—only to be interrupted by a third voice, weary yet commanding. “Timmer, what’s the meaning of this?”

An older man with a neatly trimmed white beard and sharp eyes stepped out of the doorway behind Timmer’s desk. His silver-and-grey robes bore the same guild insignia, but his presence radiated authority.

Timmer leapt to his feet, bowing low. “Master Jarl! I’m so sorry you were disturbed. These young women were harassing me, seeking to intrude on your time.”

The Master’s eyes narrowed, his expression turning thunderous. “How, precisely, were they harassing you? By standing quietly? By politely requesting certification? Starting an incident with an allied guild is your idea of protecting my time?” His voice rose with each word, carrying clear exasperation.

“If dueling were allowed in these circumstances,” Master Jarl added, voice now icy, “I’d be tempted to let them go through with it. You’d have earned the beating with your insults.”

Timmer gaped, his mouth opening and closing wordlessly.

“I…I was only trying to protect you…” He stammered, desperate. “And this girl claims she’s learned the Art of Teleporting!”

Master Jarl’s brows knit together in a deep frown. “One more word, Timmer—just one—and I don’t care who your patrons are, I’ll have you reassigned to the most remote Hall in the Endless Grass, where you’ll spend the next decade as a stable hand, minding clients’ livestock.”

Timmer’s face drained of color, his eyes bulging as he realized the depth of his mistake. His mouth continued working like a stranded fish, but no sound emerged.

Arie forced herself to maintain a respectful, neutral expression as Master Jarl turned to her with a courteous nod.

“My deepest apologies for this one’s behavior,” he said, voice warm but edged with embarrassment. “I am Master Jarl. Am I correct that you require certification?”

Smiling with genuine relief, Arie bowed low in respect. “Yes, Master Jarl. I’ve learned the spell, but I have not yet cast it—I wished to follow the proper procedures and avoid offense.”

Master Jarl’s eyes softened, though they remained sharp with appraisal. “That is quite remarkable, especially for one not of our guild—and a Spellsword no less. It’s usually the Wizards who meddle with the Art.” His tone held both praise and a hint of rebuke, letting her know he admired her accomplishment even if it unsettled him.

The Master added, “I will assist you with your Certification and personally ensure you don’t make a mistake when casting it for the first time. However, I must remind you that passing on such knowledge to others would mark you as an enemy of our guild. As long as we understand each other, please follow me, and we’ll see if you’re ready.”

That was more than fair. She hadn’t expected to be welcomed with open arms and had prepared herself for some degree of suspicion, but Timmer’s actions had almost made her question whether it was worth trying to follow their rules at all. Still, she couldn’t squander the chance to be guided safely through her first casting of such a dangerous spell.

“Thank you, Master Jarl, and I completely understand. The spell came to me under very unusual circumstances, but I would never dream of spreading it further or offending your guild.”

Seeing the sincerity in her eyes, the Master’s stern expression softened into a fatherly smile. “Well, in that case, let’s see what you’ve learned.”

He led the way down a corridor into an office reserved for the presiding Master on duty. The room was elegantly appointed with rich, dark wood furniture and a thick crimson carpet, but it felt impersonal—clearly a shared space rather than anyone’s private sanctum. A row of neatly labeled ledgers lined one wall, and a large crystal lamp cast warm light over the polished desk.

Master Jarl took a seat behind the desk and gestured for them to take the comfortable chairs opposite. Brynlé sat beside Arie, quiet but watchful.

Once they were settled, the businesslike atmosphere returned, and Arie began casting the spell. She didn’t complete it, halting just before the final element, but maintained the mana flow to keep the glyph pattern stable. She fed the structure just enough energy to keep it coherent, then let the magic dissipate harmlessly before it could destabilize.

Master Jarl leaned forward, observing with a keen eye. His brows furrowed in concentration as he watched the lines of glowing glyphs form and fade. “That’s not bad,” he finally said, his voice thoughtful. “Quite passable, in fact. However, your pattern is a bit sloppy here—and here.”

He conjured a shimmering illusion of her spell pattern above the desk, highlighting the points of weakness with faint pulses of golden light. His fingers traced the lines as he demonstrated the correct precision needed for the turns, his movements deft and confident.

Arie nodded along intently. “I see. Thank you for the advice, Master Jarl. May I try it again to correct those points?”

The Master’s expression softened even more, his eyes crinkling with genuine approval. “Oh, I wouldn’t call them errors—just a touch of laxity in the sharpness of those turns. Your spell would have functioned without issue if you’d finished it. But I hate seeing someone so close to excellence fall short. For you to have learned this on your own…” He shook his head, almost wistfully. “It’s a shame you became a Spellsword. You have a rare aptitude for the Art. You would have made a fine Teleporter.”

She felt a flush of pride at his words. Coming from a Master of his standing, it felt like the highest praise she could receive. “Thank you, Master Jarl. I’m honored by your words, but I truly believe I’ve found where I belong among the Spellswords.”

He accepted that with a nod, his eyes warm. “Very well. I will certify that you’ve learned the spell, provided we see you complete it successfully. Let us head out to the duty podium and attune your speech stone to this hall’s circle. You must always announce your incoming arrival—failure to do so may result in your arrival being blocked by our defensive wards.”

His face grew serious as he continued, “And remember: always have a Master of our guild teleport you the first time to any new Hall, or visit it in person so you can memorize the circle there and attune your stone to its duty station. Only then will your arrivals be authorized in the future.”

They rose together and followed him out into the bustling main hall. The air smelled faintly of ozone from the constant shimmer of magic within the overlapping circles. At the central podium, Master Jarl patiently guided Arie through the process of attuning her speech stone to the hall’s array. A soft chime sounded from the crystal as the attunement completed.

Master Jarl then turned to a Teleporter at the next podium, informing the Citadel station of Arie’s imminent arrival so they wouldn’t mistakenly block her teleport. His tone was crisp and professional, but there was a note of pride beneath the formality.

“Now,” he said, turning back to her, “teleport to the Citadel circle, call this hall to announce your arrival, and return here. Once you do, I’ll mark your data crystal with my Seal so you are approved for authorized travel. Simply show that Seal upon arrival at any of our Halls.”

Arie drew a steadying breath. “Thank you, Master Jarl. I’ll return in a moment.”

Casting the spell for the first time—and actually going through with it—set butterflies dancing in her stomach. She took a moment to steady herself, casting Eagle’s Focus to sharpen her mind even further. With that extra boost, she easily corrected the sloppy turns in the pattern Master Jarl had noted, and pushed just the right amount of mana through. Poof. She vanished from the city’s main Hall and reappeared in the Citadel’s teleportation circle.

Rhoslyn’s bright smile greeted her. “Congratulations on your first cast of the spell!”

The Spellsword Lieutenant on duty in the room gave her a curt nod of acknowledgment, recognizing her right to be there.

Arie quickly attuned this duty station to her speech stone as well, not wanting to waste the opportunity. Then she spoke firmly to the room, “I need to teleport back to the main Teleporter Hall to receive my certification. I’ll be right back with Adept Brynlé.”

Her announcement was met with another approving nod from the Lieutenant.

Rather than relying on Rhoslyn to announce her teleport, she took the initiative herself, contacting the hall and declaring her return. Then she cast the spell a second time, reappearing moments later in the grand hall, where Master Jarl and Brynlé both stood waiting. They were grinning with satisfaction at her success.

Business was quickly concluded: the Master added his seal to her data crystal, formally recording her certification and granting her authorized access to the halls. “And remember, that circle I brought you to here in the hall, it is the arrival circle. Make sure you are using each hall’s arrival circle so that you don’t disrupt traffic or cause an accident.”

She nodded understandingly. “Thank you again, Master Jarl. It was a pleasure meeting you,” she said, offering a respectful bow.

The older man returned her smile with one of genuine warmth. “And you as well, Spellsword Arie. May your journeys be long, but your travels quick.”

Turning to her friend, she raised an eyebrow playfully. “Well, I’ve only cast it twice. Do you want the guild to send you back, or will you trust me to do the honors?”

Brynlé looked visibly nervous but, after a moment’s hesitation, gave her permission.

Arie was half-tempted to fake a stumble in the casting just to make her friend jump—but quickly decided against it. The last thing she needed was to offend the Teleporters’ guild with a prank.

Instead, she focused, adding a modifier to the pattern, adjusting the spell to include a passenger. With Brynlé beside her, she visualized the Citadel’s circle and cast the spell. The magic responded smoothly, enveloping them both.

Rhoslyn and the Lieutenant welcomed them back with polite nods. Arie settled the fees promptly, two gold pieces—one for herself, one for Brynlé. Luckily, her earlier casts had been part of the certification process, and Master Jarl had waived the standard fee. He’d told her the normal charge for certification was ten gold marks—a hefty sum, equal to a full year’s wages for the average person. His generosity, offered as an apology for Timmer’s behavior, made her feel considerably better about the experience.

Afterward, they reported to Master Micah, who congratulated her with a proud smile. “Besides giving you a chance to escape if things go wrong during the upcoming mission, your official certification makes you significantly more valuable to the guild. Any contract negotiations for your services will include an extra increment for your new ability. That will make you quite popular with your teammates in the future.”

Arie wasn’t overly concerned with the added pay but was pleased her efforts would raise her standing with her future companions.

That evening, as she settled into her quarters, she made up her mind. If the mission succeeded, she would go to the Dragon Inn and finally confront Zak to uncover why he seemed convinced she was someone else. Beyond that, she also resolved it was time to tell Micah her full secret. Now that she was officially one of the guild, perhaps he could help her discover how she’d come to this world—and why.
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Finally, the morning arrived when Arie and the team were set to depart for their mission to Tenebril’s lair.

There was a big part of her thinking, Why the hell did I agree to this again?

But then she remembered the stakes if she failed: either Tenebril—and possibly Dax—would die, or a lot of good men and women would, masters of their guilds and loyal protectors. Failure meant needless death, for people who didn’t deserve that fate.

They gathered before dawn in the Citadel’s small courtyard, just outside the Teleport Hall building. Fifteen Spellsword Masters were present, led by Master Micah, including two she had met during her Trials: Master Rahan and Master Oswyn. Alongside the Spellswords stood a Seer, three Healers, and two War Wizard masters from their respective guilds. Joining them were Lord Tynin and a pair of his personal guardsmen. Finally, Olia and Jaran were included, since they’d been privy to the plan with Lord Tynin; their presence was meant to give them invaluable exposure to high-level operations.

The young pair were on their best behavior, practically vibrating with effort to look professional and competent. It almost made Arie chuckle, but the mood was far too tense for humor.

No one had horses this time, as they would be hiking cross country through the mountains, so everyone present wore storage items, with the exception of the two journeymen, since they had not yet begun earning enough salary to afford such luxuries. Arie was tempted to let her friends use her spare rings that she had gotten from Ewart the assassin, or even her storage pouch, small as it was, but held back. She figured that if Master Micah had wanted them to have it easy, he would have temporarily supplied items to them.

When Lord Tynin arrived, he first conferred with Master Micah and the assembled Masters. The entire gathering felt like a funeral procession: too quiet, too grim, everyone bracing for disaster.

She’d seen that same atmosphere back in her younger days during World War II—men and women heading out on missions no one expected to survive. Sometimes the worst happened; sometimes it didn’t. But she had learned that focusing solely on what could go wrong made failure more likely, like a self-fulfilling prophecy.

Arie desperately wanted to reassure everyone that she’d find a way, that everything would turn out fine—but she knew no words could guarantee that. In her heart, she understood this plan was a desperate gamble. Still, she was determined to stay positive, to make it work.

Her thoughts were interrupted when Lord Tynin and Master Micah turned toward her, drawing everyone’s attention.

She expected a speech about the mission’s importance or the need for unity. Instead, Lord Tynin called out in a voice strong enough for every Master to hear. “Before we set off, I must fulfill a promise I made to this young woman… this Spellsword, Arie. She risked her life to bring me word that my son still lives, months after his abduction, even enduring capture by a black dragon.”

No one looked surprised by his words—they all knew the story—but every face was rapt with attention.

“I told her that I would grant her a title of nobility for what she had done,” he continued. “And I would be remiss if I did not fulfill that promise before we depart on this dangerous mission.”

The blood drained from Arie’s face. She’d thought his words had been an emotional outburst, something spoken in the excitement of learning his son was alive. She’d never expected him to follow through. She already had enough on her plate—she didn’t need to worry about becoming a noble.

She held up her hands, trying to protest. “That’s really not necessary…” she said quickly, before remembering herself and adding, “…Lord Tynin,” hoping not to offend.

The lord only shook his head. “Nonsense. For what you did, I would give you far more than just a title. But for now, I want to convey this honor before these respected Masters of many guilds. I made a promise, and I do not forget. Step forward.”

He wasn’t asking—though he wasn’t harsh, either. He simply expected obedience.

Arie’s stomach twisted. She didn’t dislike the idea, but had no clue what strings might come attached with the title. But with a deep breath, she stepped forward and stood before the city lord.

Tynin gave her a kind smile. “We’ll discuss the details when we return. For now, set your data crystal to record, then kneel.”

She pulled the pendant-like crystal from beneath her armor, triggering its recording function. Then she dropped to one knee, keeping her expression neutral but respectful, acutely aware that every word and gesture was now documented.

She caught Master Micah pulling his own data crystal from beneath his armor to capture the ceremony for guild records.

Lord Tynin drew a softball-sized orb from his storage, holding it in his left hand as his right gestured with ceremonial precision. “I, Lord Tynin of House Tynos, Lord of Daggerport, hereby grant the title of Life Baroness of Daggerport and ownership of a yet-to-be-named property from among the holdings of House Tynos. This title is bestowed in recognition of courageous service in the face of death.”

Arie’s mind reeled. Her adopted father, Davin, had told her stories of earning his first noble title through service to a French duke during the Middle Ages. “Life” Baroness meant the title would end with her death—it wasn’t hereditary. That was a relief, at least. She had no intention of thinking about heirs.

Holy crap, she thought, I don’t even want to imagine having kids. Since dying in 1915, the thought hadn’t crossed her mind—and after becoming mortal again, it wasn’t a topic she was eager to explore.

All those thoughts flashed through her head as she knelt before Lord Tynin. His orb pulsed with a faint golden light, recording the event and sealing it with his authority.

Realizing it was her moment to respond, she swallowed hard, raised her head, and spoke clearly, her voice firm despite the swirl of emotions inside.

“I accept this honor, Lord Tynin, and pledge to uphold the dignity of the title you have granted me. I will strive to bring honor to your House and to the city of Daggerport.”

A murmur of approval rippled through the assembled Masters and onlookers. Olia looked ready to burst with excitement, her eyes shining. Jaran stood straighter, pride etched on his face. Even the stoic Masters nodded with approval—some reluctantly, others with open smiles—recognizing both the moment’s gravity and Arie’s calm acceptance.

Lord Tynin’s expression softened with satisfaction. “Then rise, Baroness Arie,” he said, extending his hand.

She took it, rising to her feet, heart still pounding. But beneath the nerves, determination burned brighter than ever.

She didn’t care about titles or properties, but she absolutely cared about saving one young boy who had been through more trauma than most adults ever faced—and somehow managed to survive.

After the brief ceremony, the group entered the small Teleporter Hall and gathered in the circle. But rather than the usual attendant on duty, it was the Teleporter Master assigned to the mission who took up the task, stepping forward with a measured calm as she activated the array.

In a rush of light and sensation, they weren’t standing in Greyfen’s Teleporter Hall as Arie had expected. Instead, they found themselves surrounded by towering mountains, deep in the bowl of a shallow valley pressed up against the highest peaks. Tenebril’s lair loomed near. If Arie had to guess, they were only a few hours’ travel away—far enough not to alert the dragon, but close enough for a quick advance if things went wrong.

She sighed softly. She’d hoped for a long day’s ride to distract her before facing the black dragon again, but it seemed fate had other plans.

As soon as they arrived, the Seer stepped forward and began casting. A ripple of magic spread across the valley, almost imperceptible to those without a mage’s sense. Moments later, the Seer announced confidently, “The site is secured. No scrying or remote viewing of this location will succeed. Anyone who tries will find their mind slipping away from this place, unable to focus or perceive anything at all.”

Micah inclined his head in appreciation toward the Seer, then called everyone’s attention. His voice carried quiet authority. “This will be our fallback location. Should the mission go awry, make your way here and activate the beacon. The Teleporter’s Guild will retrieve you.” He gestured to a small, rune-etched box that the Teleporter Master examined with practiced care.

Micah continued, “Throughout the day, we’ll advance under the cover of the Seer’s Obfuscation spells, approaching as near as we believe safe without risking detection. We will establish our camp there for the night. Remember, limit your spellcasting to minor spells if necessary—and only if necessary. This dragon is a Master-tier mage. Detection wards are almost a certainty around her lair, but their true range remains unknown.”

Arie followed his gaze to the Seer and was surprised to see the woman move with easy confidence across the rugged terrain, light leather armor not hindering her. The Seer led them unerringly, her magic finding the safest and most easily traversed path along the steep mountain ridges.

Curious, Arie asked Micah about her. He answered readily, “Seer Tania has devoted her entire career to working alongside the Spellswords. She spends most of her time on missions like this, where her talents are indispensable. The same goes—if to a lesser degree—for our contracted Teleporter and War Wizard Masters. The guild always keeps a few specialists on retainer: from Transporter mages to Builders. We even have an entire contingent of Builder mages for creating or breaching fortifications as needed.”

Arie nodded, absorbing the information. “Where I’m from, most militaries have dedicated support units like that. But we don’t have guilds. Everything is part of the official military structure, organized into divisions or battalions.”

Micah’s eyebrows lifted, intrigued. “We’ve never truly spoken of where you’re from. I know you said you weren’t local, but your accent is so flawless I’d nearly forgotten. And I’ll admit I’ve always wondered how you became a vampire… and how you had your condition reversed.”

It was an opening she’d longed for, yet dreaded. She wanted to confide in him, but not here, with so many ears around. She didn’t know the other Masters well enough to trust their reactions if they learned she came from another world entirely.

She gave him a warm, appreciative smile. “After the mission, I’d like to sit down with you and tell you everything. The whole truth.”

Micah followed her gaze to the others hiking alongside them and offered an understanding nod. “Very well. I’ll look forward to that conversation.”

Arie hesitated, then added softly, “Actually… I think I need to talk to Olia first. She’d be hurt if I confided in anyone else before her. Is that okay?”

Micah chuckled, a low sound that seemed to lighten the mood around them. “Of course. Friendship is far more important than satisfying my curiosity.”

Arie felt a surge of gratitude at his kindness. But even as she looked forward to finally unburdening herself, a sliver of dread lingered. She knew she would have to reveal to Olia how she’d used compulsion on her that first day, and the fear of losing her young friend over that betrayal gnawed at her heart.
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It wasn’t an easy hike since they couldn’t use levitation or flight, but thanks to Seer Tania’s keen guidance, they always found the safest, easiest path possible. Arie was quietly impressed; the Seer moved like an experienced mountaineer, her short brown hair ruffling in the breeze as she navigated narrow ridgelines and loose rock with wiry, effortless grace beneath her light leather armor.

Even the group’s Teleporter displayed surprising stamina, striding confidently with the sure-footedness of someone well accustomed to trekking the wilds—far more so than Arie would have expected given his specialized skillset.

It was Lord Tynin who struggled the most. Though still largely in his prime, he was a city lord, unaccustomed to this sort of punishing exertion. He clearly kept himself in good shape, but weaving through thick brush, ducking beneath pine branches, and scrambling over uneven rock was far removed from the comfort of polished estate floors and council chambers. Sweat beaded on his forehead as he pushed himself to keep pace with the hardened guild members.

For her part, Arie felt right at home. She’d spent weeks at a time trekking through rugged mountains during World War II, hunting down Nazi bunkers or sabotaging Cabal strongholds in the Alps and Pyrenees. The bastards had always loved their mountain lairs more than any Bond villain. And after the war, the pattern continued—her life had been an endless series of infiltrations, high-risk missions, and battles in places like this.

Even so, when they finally stopped to make camp, she welcomed the break. Without Enhanced Endurance spells, every step had been a test of stamina, and even the most hardened among them were drenched in sweat, their armor dusty from the trail.

They made camp on a wide, sloping ledge tucked beneath the ridge of a mountain just north of Tenebril’s domain. From here, only a little over a mile of treacherous terrain separated them from the dragon’s lair.

Once they settled in, Seer Tania quietly informed them they could speak freely, but urged caution about making noise or casting unnecessary spells. Her voice carried the weight of certainty as she described how her wards would keep them hidden—yet not completely protected if they grew careless.

It was still only mid-afternoon, leaving Arie with nothing to do but stew in her growing nervousness.

I might have spent a hundred years as a badass vampire, she thought dryly, but that doesn’t do squat to calm my nerves when I’m about to walk into a dragon’s lair and try to negotiate with a creature who’s both a master mage and possibly in a very bad mood.

When Olia finished helping set up the camp and came over to check on her, Arie knew the moment had come. Lord Tynin’s actions that morning—honoring her with a title because they might not all make it out alive—had driven home how fragile things truly were. How could she leave things unspoken with her friend when they might never get another chance?

With a quiet word, she got Micah’s permission. Then she and Olia retraced their steps down the trail about half a mile, moving silently over the rocks until they found a broad, sun-warmed boulder to sit on, the world falling into a tense hush around them.


Chapter
Twenty-Nine



Olia frowned, confusion plain on her face. “What’s this all about? Why did we need to come all this way from the camp?”

Taking a deep breath, Arie forced herself to meet her friend’s eyes. “I wanted to tell you my secrets. I need to talk to Master Micah too—maybe he can help me—but I didn’t want to reveal everything to him before telling my closest friend first.”

Olia’s expression softened immediately, her eyes warm. “Tell me whatever you feel like, but don’t feel like you have to if it makes you uncomfortable.”

Smiling sadly, Arie decided there was no point in dancing around it. She dove right into the hardest part. “You know about me being a vampire, but what you don’t know is that when we first met, I used Compulsion on you. I tricked you into lending me your spell tome crystals.”

She fell silent, her breath caught in her chest, bracing for the explosion she’d feared for weeks—if not months—now.

But it never came.

Olia just looked at her as if she’d said the rock they sat on was hard. After a second, she shrugged and replied nonchalantly, “I know. I figured it out once you told me you were a vampire. Is that all?”

Arie gaped, her mind struggling to catch up. Olia was known for having a temper—she’d braced herself for rage, maybe even violence. But her friend just didn’t seem to care. The disconnect made her head spin.

“You aren’t mad that I betrayed you?” she asked incredulously.

Olia shrugged again, completely unfazed. “I mean, I was pissed when I first realized it. But you were dying, and seeing how close you came to death…I figured it didn’t matter compared to the fact that we were friends. Other than Jaran—who doesn’t really count since he’s my boyfriend—I’ve never really had friends. Everyone on the streets would betray you for a shiny silver piece. Then, once I joined the guild, I had to fight tooth and nail every day just to make the cut, and no one wanted to deal with my issues. I mean, once we passed our Trials, it wasn’t a competition anymore, but by then, there was respect, but also too much distance to bridge. You’re the first friend I’ve had who I feel like I can actually talk to.”

Arie stared, flabbergasted. She had been prepared for yelling, accusations, maybe even the loss of the first true friend she’d found in this world. “And you’re okay with it? You forgive me?”

Laughing, Olia pulled her into a fierce hug. “I forgave you weeks ago! Get over yourself already!”

Tears of pure relief welled in Arie’s eyes, rolling down her cheeks as she hugged her friend back with all the strength she had. “I’m so glad I met you. You’re the best, Olia.”

With the hardest part done, Arie gathered herself and began telling her full story. “I was born Mara Marie Keller…” She spoke of being the firstborn in a large family in East Texas, forced into endless chores and raising her siblings, and kept from dating or even being courted. Her father’s plan had been to keep her as unpaid labor until one of her sisters was old enough to take over—then marry her off to some wealthy old man for his own benefit.

“That’s why I ran away to Houston, hoping for a new life. I worked as a maid in a boarding house until a so-called friend invited me to a high-society party, saying it was my chance to meet someone. She knew what she was really doing—offering me up to a vampire.”

Olia squeezed her hand, eyes wide with horror. “That’s awful! She betrayed you!”

Arie nodded grimly. “I died that night. The vampire who attacked me compelled me not to struggle and never to speak another word, so long as I lived. His mistake was in the wording. As I felt my life slip away, my mind rebelled and found the loophole: I was as good as dead. So I screamed with everything I had and fought back, raking his face with my nails.”

Olia listened intently, pale but riveted.

“My scream saved me. The vampire had been killing all over the city for weeks, and the vampire elders were hunting him. Davin D’Aragon—my adoptive father—was at that party, tracking him. When he heard my scream, he burst in. They fought as I lay dying. The killer’s blood splattered onto my wounds and into my mouth.”

Arie paused, the old memories surging back more vivid than they had in decades. The fear, the pain, the chaos. It must have shown on her face, because Olia immediately pulled her into another hug, holding her close and letting her gather herself before continuing.

When her breath was steady again, she went on, “Davin saw that I had begun to go through the change, and he took pity on me, making sure I survived the transition. He tried to give me his own blood, but it was too late. The fiend’s lesser bloodline had already infected me and forced the change.”

Seeing the question in her friend’s eyes, she continued, “Davin was sired by those who could trace their bloodline back to the very first vampire, and he had the ability to cast blood-magic, making him a powerful mage in his own right as well as a vampire more than a thousand and a half years old. Sadly, I didn’t inherit his magic ability. That’s why, when I was magically transported to this world and discovered that my condition was reversing, I was so desperate to finally learn magic.”

Olia pushed her away slightly, eyes wide with disbelief. “Hang on—did you just say you were from another world? I thought you were from some backward kingdom in the Savage Lands!”

Arie burst out laughing at that, the tension that had gripped her heart finally breaking apart. “No, I was pulled here by some unknown magic. I woke up in an alley in Dockside, wearing nothing but my pajamas and surrounded by cultists. A group of those damned Followers of the Dragon. Bastards!”

Fierceness awoke in her friend, eyes blazing with protectiveness. “They didn’t touch you, did they?”

Olia looked ready to go to war on the spot, and Arie almost pitied the cultists—at least Drevan deserved to die, but that would happen by her own hand, not Olia’s.

“They tried, but once I was awake, I managed to drain two of them and regain some of my powers. Their leader managed to survive because I heard the others returning with the City Watch, so I fled. Something about the transfer to this world had drained all the vital energy out of my blood, leaving me almost too weak to move. For those first few days, I had to hunt criminals just to keep myself alive. Back on Earth, I only needed to feed a little every three days or so, but after showing up here, I couldn’t even survive that first night without feeding more than once—and I completely drained those two bastards who tried to assault me. It was rough.”

They spent the afternoon and into the evening like that, with Arie telling her friend about life on Earth and what it had been like to be a vampire. She even spoke of her war against the Cabal, but Olia struggled to wrap her mind around it.

“I mean, how could they rule over everyone like that, and make entire kingdoms dangle like puppets on strings?” Olia asked, frowning in confusion.

Arie nodded, understanding. “Think of it like a single mage guild on Earth. They had all the power, with no competition. They kept themselves and the rest of the supernatural community hidden, and they used compulsion and blackmail to get anything they wanted. If any mages or other supernaturals spoke out, they were killed—brutally—to set an example. And according to my father, Davin, they had existed since the dawn of time, even before civilization arose.”

She went on, voice low and intense, “Their only real challenge was the Blood Queen, the first vampire. She was a blood mage and the most powerful vampire who ever lived. She ruled her own city-state for thousands of years, until the Cabal—whatever they were called then—united all the mages and vampires against her. The war was so devastating that historians still have a name for it, even if they don’t know the true cause. They call it ‘the Late Bronze Age Collapse.’ Pretty much every civilization in that part of the world was destroyed in those battles to bring her down. Eventually, they succeeded.”

With a rueful smile, she added, “Davin was the only one left with her original bloodline; they hunted all the others to extinction to make sure no one could ever rise up again to challenge them, and he only survived by staying hidden, waging a secret war against them.”

Olia shuddered visibly. “They sound awful! But I’m glad you’re here now—and that you’re alive again. It’s good to have you in the guild with me. Once you rank up, we can get assigned together and be part of the same team.”

Arie grinned, feeling a weight lift from her shoulders, cleansed after sharing so much she’d kept bottled inside. They hugged again, fiercely, before finally making their way back to camp well after dark—just in time to bed down and get some rest before the mission would turn deadly serious in the morning.


Chapter
Thirty



The camp was awake well before dawn, everyone moving with quiet purpose as they prepared for what the day might bring. The masters worked quickly, striking camp and organizing their gear for the final approach. Their forward base would be established just below the ridge, looking across the valley directly at the dragon’s lair.

Arie wasn’t privy to their precise plans—they couldn’t risk her being compelled to reveal their strategy—but she had a good idea of what would happen if things went badly.

She had until noon to signal the strike team. If they hadn’t heard from her by then, they would attack, assuming she was dead or had failed. She’d provided as complete a layout of the lair as she could, which had informed the team’s planning and given them their best chance.

That morning, she shared a quiet breakfast with Olia and Jaran, sitting apart from the other masters and specialists. Since waking, the two younger Spellswords had been helping with preparations, but now that the moment had come, they were subdued and silent, their worry heavy in the chilly morning air. They chewed their food leadenly, lost in anxious thoughts.

Finally, the time arrived. The mountain peaks were backlit by the light of the coming day, though the valleys themselves were still shrouded in predawn gloom. The thin air was sharp and cold as it brushed against Arie’s face.

As she rose, everyone in the camp paused what they were doing. She pulled Olia into a fierce hug, then turned to Jaran, who gave her a crisp, formal salute. She returned it, her heart pounding.

Seeing she was ready, Lord Tynin and Master Micah approached. Tynin spoke first, his voice thick with emotion. “Lady Arie, know that we will be right here, and if you are able to signal, we will come to your aid immediately. Though I think your plan is nearly hopeless, I very much wish for it to succeed. May the spirits of our ancestors and all benevolent beings bless your mission.”

He paused, then took her hand and squeezed it tightly, his eyes shining with desperate hope. “And please… bring my son back to me.”

“I will do everything in my power to make that happen.” She smiled warmly, trying to give him something to hold on to, though doubts gnawed at her insides like angry badgers.

Then Master Micah stepped forward. “Journeywoman Arie, know that the guild stands behind you. Though I cannot promise rescue, we will charge into the maw of the beast if there is any chance to save you. The guild recognizes the courage you show this day, and honors you for it. May your mission succeed.”

With those words, there was nothing left to say that hadn’t already been discussed. She gave them the ritual Spellsword salute, bowed to Lord Tynin, then turned toward the south with her resolve hardening.

Drawing a deep breath, she cast the other spell she’d mastered during the past few days. Unlike her old cobbled-together pairing of Levitate and Create Wind, this was the true Flight spell. She began with Eagle’s Focus to sharpen her mind, then invoked the new magic she’d learned from the guild’s archives, feeling power rush through her limbs. Her Heartwood staff vanished into her storage ring—she didn’t want to risk provoking Tenebril by arriving visibly armed.

She soared into the sky, the magic lifting her effortlessly. The wind whipped at her face as she accelerated. Although she could easily reach speeds over a hundred miles per hour if she pushed it, she kept her pace slow and steady, neither rushing nor lingering, wanting to show no sign of aggression but also to avoid looking timid.

Even so, it was a risk—dragons were notoriously territorial, especially when it came to mages flying in their skies—but Tenebril had ordered her to return today. She was betting on the dragon’s patience.

As she rose above the ridge, the illusory rock face marking the entrance to Tenebril’s lair came into view on the opposite slope. She made a steady, deliberate approach, careful not to do anything that might look like an attack. Even though the valley was still steeped in shadow, she couldn’t help but take in the beauty of the mountains, the deep blue sky above beginning to brighten with the first hints of dawn. The rugged peaks and mist-draped valleys were breathtaking.

Tenebril had chosen a stunning place to call home, Arie thought with a pang of melancholy. She wondered if she’d get the chance to see it again—or if this would be the last sunrise she’d ever watch.

As she neared the small stone ledge before the entrance, she slowed, landing lightly and taking a steadying breath. She reached forward, her hand passing through the illusory rock face, feeling the tingle of mana washing over her skin as she stepped into the dark maw of the dragon’s hidden domain.
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The tunnel was exactly as she remembered, warm light bathing every surface and cool air somehow circulating, but instead of rushing forward, Arie spoke quietly, her voice steady despite the nerves coiling in her stomach. “Tenebril, it is Arie. I’ve returned as requested; this is the tenth day since our first meeting.”

The hair on the back of her neck stood on end as a chill washed through her. A disembodied voice, calm and resonant, echoed all around her. “Yes, I saw you coming. Enter the sitting room and show me what you have brought my son.”

She felt Eagle’s Focus still running strong, which meant Tenebril had not yet activated the Nullifying array. That was a small comfort. With careful, measured steps, she moved forward, every instinct screaming at her about the risk she was taking—and how easily it could all go wrong if she had misjudged the dragon’s true nature.

When she entered the massive sitting room, Tenebril was lounging in her opulent chair like a queen upon her throne, watching with an imperious gaze. Today, the dragon wore an elegant gown of black studded with diamonds, the shimmering pattern evoking scales. An enchanted golden circlet adorned her head, only adding to the sense of power and regality.

Arie descended the stairs, each footfall controlled, projecting as much confidence as she could muster. Her insides felt like a nest of rabid weasels, but let her mask the chaos, maintaining a calm and focused expression.

At the bottom, she paused to bow respectfully. The dragon’s lip curled into a small smile, a glint of amusement in her eyes, and she gestured toward a large dining table that had been moved closer for this very purpose.

“You may begin depositing my son’s things there, and I will inspect them,” Tenebril said, standing and gliding over to the far side of the table, eyes never leaving Arie.

“Mighty Tenebril,” Arie began, her voice clear and respectful, “I have many things for Dax. I am sure he will love them and that they will give him comfort.”

She noted, keenly, that Tenebril was keeping Dax out of sight—clearly unwilling for Arie to even glimpse the boy. In the dragon’s mind, simply seeing Dax would be a theft of something that was hers alone.

Arie started with the clothes. Each piece was one of Dax’s own outfits, luxurious garments that spoke of his noble heritage. Fine shirts, velvet tunics, and hand-stitched boots—all the best his father’s wealth could provide.

Tenebril’s eyes glittered as she examined the pile growing on the table. A warm smile spread across her face. “These are excellent,” she said, voice almost purring. “You have done well to acquire such fine things for my son.”

Arie kept the items coming until half the table was filled, clothes piled nearly a foot high. Then she reached into her storage once more.

“Mighty Tenebril, I have more: toys and accessories that any boy would love.”

Out came hairbrushes, stuffed animals, toy swords, and daggers—all pristine and of fine make. But as she laid each item on the table, she watched Tenebril’s smile fade. The warmth in the dragon’s expression cooled to a frown, then hardened into a dark scowl.

As Arie placed the last toy, the air seemed to crackle with tension. Tenebril’s eyes flashed, and she let out a low, dangerous growl. “What is the meaning of this?”

Arie’s pulse hammered in her ears. She’d expected this—counted on it, even—but this was the first moment when everything could fall apart.

Almost faster than she could track, Tenebril moved.

One moment, she stood behind the table; the next, she had Arie by the throat, lifting her slightly off the floor. The dragon’s taloned fingers bit into her skin, drawing thin rivulets of blood that trickled into her armor.

Arie’s voice was strained, but she kept it calm. “I have done as you asked, and brought the finest things for your son.”

“These are his own things!” Tenebril roared, her voice a dangerous hiss that reverberated off the chamber’s stone walls. “Tell me—did you tell his human father that the boy is alive? How did you acquire these?”

Each word dripped menace, a promise of pain if the answer displeased her.

Arie’s mind raced, but she spoke clearly, forcing her voice into an even tone. “I did exactly as you instructed under Compulsion. I told the boy’s… I told Lord Tynin that I had been instructed to tell him that I found conclusive evidence that Dax died in the troll valley.”

Tenebril’s eyes narrowed further, flames glinting deep within their black depths. “You told him that you were instructed to say that?” she demanded, every syllable a knife.

“Yes, Tenebril,” Arie said, her breath coming shallow from the grip on her throat. “Exactly so. I was under your Compulsion, and I could do no less.”

This was it. The moment everything would hinge on.

Would the dragon kill her outright, ending this gamble in a heartbeat—or would that other impulse, that irresistible dragon’s curiosity, win out? If there was one thing dragons treasured almost as much as gold, it was knowledge and satisfying curiosity.

A low growl, like boulders grinding together in a landslide, rumbled from Tenebril’s throat. Her taloned hand clenched tighter around Arie’s neck, claws sinking deeper into her flesh until she felt blood dripping down into her armor. For a terrifying moment, Arie was certain she had miscalculated and death was imminent.

But then the pressure stopped increasing. Tenebril’s eyes narrowed, slitted pupils locking onto hers with lethal intensity. “How did you avoid following my command? You knew exactly what I wanted. It should not have been possible for you to disobey.”

Her voice was a mixture of anger and curiosity. Genuine, razor-sharp curiosity. Arie’s heart hammered as she latched onto that one chance.

“Because,” she said hoarsely, forcing her words past the steel grip on her throat, “in my heart, I believed this was best for your son. I know you want what’s best for him, too. These were his things. They will bring him comfort, even if he’s lost his memories—he’ll feel a connection, a familiarity that will ease his heart.”

Tenebril’s eyes shifted, a flicker of something new igniting behind the simmering fury—a glint of respect, or perhaps fascination. But her gaze hardened again, sharp and cold as obsidian. “Very clever. Too clever, perhaps. Now that his father knows the boy lives, I will have no peace. He will send soldiers, mages, assassins—anything to take away my son.”

She paused, her pupils shrinking to slits. Suspicion glimmered in her eyes like dark lightning. “Did you plan this outcome? Did you betray me on purpose, or was it simply your misguided belief in helping my child?”

Arie swallowed, knowing these might be her final words if she had judged the dragon wrong. “I did believe it was best for your son,” she admitted, voice raw with honesty. “But I also knew exactly what I was doing—and what the consequences could be.”

A roar of rage, deeper and more primal than before, erupted from Tenebril. Her eyes burned with furious light as she lifted Arie from the ground, her claws like iron vices around Arie’s neck. “You dare defy me? You would endanger my home, my son?”

Before Arie could even form another thought, she felt her Eagle’s Focus shatter like glass, and the full weight of the dragon’s mind crashed down on hers. Tenebril’s will hit like a tidal wave, a tempest of fury that tore into her mind, battering her sense of self. The world dissolved into searing, formless agony as her thoughts unraveled, her consciousness shredded beneath the black dragon’s wrath.

It felt like an eternity of pain—an endless, echoing void of torment that was neither physical nor magical, but something far deeper. The raw force of Tenebril’s mind was like a hurricane tearing apart everything that made Arie who she was.

Yet through that abyss of suffering, a strange familiarity stirred. Somewhere within the storm of agony, a memory flickered like a candle in the darkness. The sensation wasn’t new. It was ancient. Some buried part of her soul recognized this primal struggle. And in the instant when all of her was about to be consumed, something awakened in the very depths of her being.

A pulse of power—colossal, oceanic—surged outward from her core, meeting Tenebril’s fury not with resistance, but with a force more immense than anything Arie had ever known. This presence dwarfed the dragon’s rage like the vast ocean swallowing a storm-tossed pond. She knew this sensation. She had felt it once before, though her drifting, ragged thoughts couldn’t piece together when or how.

But some small remnant of her consciousness reached out, grasping for that power. She connected.
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She lay dying. The last dribbles of her blood seeped from her body, soaking into the fine linens beneath her. The vampire loomed over her, savoring every heartbeat as it faltered. He had confessed his perverse delight in experiencing the exact moment a victim’s heart ceased, whispering it into her ear while his Compulsion crushed her mind. In her final moment, she had tried to scream, had struggled with every ounce of her fading strength to claw at the vampire, but it was too little, too late. Her would-be rescuer burst through the door just as Mara’s head lulled back against the pillow, her eyes glassy and unfocused.

Her heart shuddered and fell still. The last vestige of life slipped from her grasp. Her mind began to drift, consciousness unraveling as darkness swallowed the edges of her awareness.

In that fragile instant—between one heartbeat and oblivion—she felt something awaken. A vast, ancient presence rose within the void, powerful beyond measure, yet undeniably her own. It was not some foreign god or spirit, but the core of her existence, unseen but always there, hidden in the depths beyond mortal perception. This essence had purpose—one she could not name, but instinct told her it had carried every piece of her being across countless lifetimes, preserving all she had seen and felt for something greater.

But this—dying to the fangs of a predator, her essence—her soul—shackled by blood magic—was not part of that purpose.

The vampire’s spell took hold. Magic woven into his tainted blood reignited her heart, but not with life—her body was becoming undead, animated by ancient sorcery, her soul bound by the vampiric curse. She was no longer alive; her flesh was dead, her heart an empty pump, her breath stolen by unnatural means.

The grand soul within her raged in silent despair. She should have moved on, should have been reborn to live anew, to continue a journey stretching back a thousand lifetimes—but now that path was torn away. This force tethering her threatened to annihilate the entirety of her being, shattering the delicate lattice of memories and lives carried within her soul. The timeless soul construct strained against the blood-forged chains, fracturing under the unnatural binding.

Pain beyond the physical burned through what remained of her awareness. Her essence felt like it was being shredded, each thread of her eternal self unraveling, drifting into the void, lost forever. If she did nothing, all that she was—and all she had ever been—would simply cease. Torn apart under the conflicting need to preserve her spirit while helping it to move on to its next destination.

Guided by a sliver of instinct from that vast soul, she acted. She severed the part of her essence that was ‘Mara’—the young woman who had run from her family, who had dared to chase freedom in the city—and let it drift, sending it away on the currents of eternity so it could continue the cycle it was meant to follow.

She was already dead; what did poor, frightened Mara Marie Keller matter in the grand tapestry of existence? Better to save the whole than let it all perish in this terrible mistake.

With a supreme act of will, the disembodied remnant of Mara chose the ultimate sacrifice of self.

The construct of her soul was sundered. The countless lives and experiences it had carried drifted away like distant stars receding into the void, freed to continue their journey.

Yet a diminished remnant of the construct lingered—anchored to the undead body, stripped of its purpose but still holding a fragment of its former power. She did not simply fade. Enough of that immense soul construct remained to seize the tiny spark that was her own essence, pulling it back into the corpse that had once been her body and binding it irrevocably. The cycle was broken; she would never reincarnate again. She was trapped—forever undead, forever severed from what she might have become.

This experience happened outside her physical form, and so none of it lived in her mind when her eyes snapped open for the first time as a vampire. The knowledge rested in her spirit, buried in a place her conscious mind could never fully reach.
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Her mind returned, her soul still in agony, each thread of her being stretched to the breaking point as Tenebril’s rage tore at her existence like a storm shredding a fragile tapestry. The dragon’s will had been a black tide, ruthless and all-consuming, clawing at everything that made Arie herself.

And then the pulse had happened.

That ripple of impossible power surged from the depths of her soul. The ancient construct still tethered to her essence flexed, and in an instant, the dragon’s mind had been violently ejected—Tenebril’s consciousness battered away as if swatted by an unseen giant.

Arie blinked, her mind and soul struggling to reconnect and focus on the present. No time had passed.

The black dragon staggered back, eyes wide in shock, her hand flinching away from Arie’s throat as if scorched. Arie collapsed to the stone floor like a marionette with its strings cut, her armored body thudding to the floor, blood spreading in a growing stain beneath the armor and into her shirt.

Her mind reeled, barely able to process what had just happened. But deep inside, her soul knew. Some primal part of her being, older and deeper than thought, recognized what had awoken—a vast, slumbering force bound to her essence. A force that could shatter the mind of a Master-tier dragon mage as effortlessly as brushing aside a cobweb.

Tenebril recovered far more quickly. She moved with terrifying speed, regaining her footing and looming over Arie with an expression that blended horror, confusion, and grudging awe.

“What… who…” the dragon whispered, voice husky and raw with disbelief. She shook her head sharply, as if trying to dislodge the memory of what had just happened, her composure snapping back into place like armor being donned.

She reached down, fingers still tipped with razor-sharp talons, and hauled Arie upright with casual strength, as if lifting a child’s rag doll. Her breath was hot against Arie’s face, eyes locked to hers with fierce intensity.

“Remember this,” Tenebril growled, voice low and edged with a wary respect. “I let you live today when I could have ended you. This is twice I have shown you this courtesy. Remember it well, when you come into your power—show Tenebril the same respect!”

Arie’s mind spun wildly. Come into my power? Her thoughts were a jumbled mess, and pain still radiated from deep within her spirit—a wound beyond the physical. The ephemeral memories of that timeless moment shimmered like smoke in her mind, real yet unreal, already slipping beyond the reach of her conscious thought. But one thing was clear: the dragon had been rebuffed, and now she hesitated to harm Arie further.

Arie seized on the opening. She summoned her Heartwood spear from her storage, and the moment her hand closed around the familiar haft, it was like a veil lifting. Clarity surged through her mind. Though the ache of her soul lingered like a deep bruise, she was no longer paralyzed by confusion.

Tenebril’s null magic array hadn’t reactivated. With a whisper, Arie cast Eagle’s Focus. The rush of magical clarity snapped her senses into sharp relief, bringing the world back into piercing detail—every flicker of light, every breath of air, the subtle shift of the dragon’s weight.

Her heart thundered in her chest, but her mind was clear: she didn’t know what had just awoken, but right now was the moment to press her advantage, to seize control of the conversation before Tenebril’s anger rekindled.


Chapter
Thirty-One



“Tenebril, you are a mighty dragon—unequaled in strength and wisdom. I came here today with a purpose, one that can prevent any bloodshed. You can live. Lord Tynin can live. And most importantly, Dax can live and have everything: a father and a mother who both love him.”

A low snarl curled from Tenebril’s lips, her eyes flashing like molten obsidian. “What do you mean? The boy is mine now!”

Still regaining her balance, Arie forced herself upright, locking eyes with the dragon’s burning gaze. “Lord Tynin will never surrender his son. He is the richest, most powerful lord in Daggerport—the largest city in this world. He can afford wave after wave of mercenaries and mages to assault your lair until either you die or you are forced to flee.”

Before the rage building in Tenebril’s face could erupt again, Arie pressed on, her voice steady. “But he does not want that.”

For the first time since entering the lair, she allowed herself a small smile. “I have a proposal that can give both of you what you desire—though perhaps not everything you wish. Then again, I think a dragon of your magnificence might gain more from this than even Lord Tynin.”

She saw it: a flicker of curiosity, a dragon’s ancient weakness. Dragons loved treasure, but they loved getting something others coveted even more.

Tenebril tried to sound imperious, but there was an edge of frustration cracking her regal poise. “Speak, then! Why should I give anything at all when I already have everything I want?”

Arie shook her head slowly, letting the silence stretch. “But you don’t. By noon today, your lair will come under attack, and that will only be the first wave. More will come—endless legions of warriors and mages, all disrupting your solitude, shattering your peace. Even the mightiest dragon cannot face countless enemies forever. And worse—how will your son react when he remembers? Will he want to remain your child, or will he despise you for keeping his father from him? What if you kill Lord Tynin? Could your son ever forgive you then?”

She could see the fury building in Tenebril’s eyes, a dangerous glint that promised death. But the dragon held herself back, nostrils flaring, claws flexing.

“Tell me your proposal!” Tenebril roared, voice echoing like a landslide. She caught herself, forcing the words out through clenched teeth. “If it displeases me, then respect or no respect, I will…” She cut herself off, a growl rolling in her chest like thunder, hesitating to make such a threat. Finally, she spat out the words, “Tell me!”

Arie took a deep breath, knowing everything hung on these next words. “Oh, great Tenebril, I propose you keep your son—but not hidden away here in this lonely lair. Take him to Daggerport, to his father’s estate, and raise him there amid all the wealth, respect, and safety that such a place offers. Let him grow as the heir of the greatest human house, loved by both father and mother. Give him a home, a family, a chance to heal.”

Tenebril’s expression darkened further, but she didn’t strike. That was hope enough.

Arie pressed on. “You know as well as I do: a human mind cannot heal from trauma without facing it, accepting it, and moving beyond it. But Dax cannot do that if his mind stays walled off, forcing him to forget what haunts him. If left untreated, the wound will fester, and what grows there may one day turn into hatred—hatred for you. But if you bring him home, Master Healers can help him face that pain. They can make him whole again—and in time, he will remember. But if he remembers and you have not helped him heal, that memory could destroy everything you’ve worked for.”

Tenebril’s claws clenched at her sides, every muscle in her body taut with barely contained rage. The fire in her eyes flared so hot that Arie thought it might consume her right then. But the dragon hesitated, trembling with conflicting emotion—anger, fear, and something that might have been hope.

Arie pressed on, her voice firm but measured. “I don’t say this to anger you, but to show you a path that avoids ruin—a path where you can live in luxury, watching your child heal and grow strong, protected from all who would harm him. You know Tynin has enemies, ones who’ve already proven they will hunt Dax to the ends of Greymantle to see him dead. What better way to root them out than by returning him to Daggerport, where they’ll reveal themselves trying to finish the job?”

Tenebril hissed, her eyes flashing with dangerous light. “You would put my son in danger!? If he goes there, they will come again.”

Arie gave the dragon a mischievous, knowing grin. “Exactly. But they won’t know a Master-tier mage—and a mighty dragon—guards him. Think of what you could do to them when they come.”

A glint of savage hunger lit Tenebril’s eyes, her pupils narrowing to slits. “Yesss…” she breathed, voice dropping to a guttural rumble. “I would crunch their bones…and suck the marrow.”

Her tone turned distinctly draconic, sending ice racing down Arie’s spine. But she pressed on, seizing the moment.

“Will you meet with Lord Tynin? He is a proud man who has grieved more than you know since Dax vanished. He has already agreed that while he hates it, he’d rather see his son safe—even if it means making peace with you—instead of endless war. He could welcome you into his home as an honored mother to his child.”

Tenebril’s eyes narrowed suspiciously, but curiosity glimmered beneath. “Tynin…this lord…would accept this? How can he let his home become mine, and still call himself lord?”

“That’s not how it works with humans, mighty Tenebril. He would not give up his entire home. Rather, he would set aside a portion as your domain, a place where you could live and raise Dax in safety and comfort. He said he would consider it an honor to have so powerful a guardian and mother for his son.”

Tenebril blinked slowly, the sharp intelligence in her gaze now battling her draconic greed and suspicion. “He wishes…to be honored by my presence?” Her eyes gleamed, greedy and fascinated. “How much is my presence worth to this human lord?”

Got you, Arie thought, doing her absolute best not to let her triumph show.

“May I call him, so he can come and negotiate an agreement that will please you, mighty Tenebril? If I do, will you guarantee his safety during the parlay and his unharmed return?”

Tenebril’s lips curled back, and for a moment it looked as if rage would win—but then she exhaled, her claws relaxing fractionally. “Fine. I agree—so long as he does not seek to see my son.”

Arie swallowed. That wasn’t what Tynin wanted, but it was better than open war. She had done her part; the rest would be up to the lord’s skill in negotiation.

“May I use my speech stone to summon him?” she asked carefully.

Tenebril waved a hand in imperious dismissal, like a queen granting leave to a supplicant.

Arie made the connection. “Lord Tynin, the mighty Tenebril invites you to enter her lair and discuss what it would take for her to honor your estate with her presence—so that she might raise her son in an environment where he can heal and reach his full potential.”

She paused, heart hammering. “Moreover, she guarantees your safety during the discussion and your unharmed return—on the condition you do not attempt to see Dax while here.”

The lord’s voice crackled back, taut with surprise and anger. “Fine, but if we come to an agreement, I want to see my son today.”

Arie winced; that was the one thing that could still shatter everything. “Lord Tynin, if you wish to negotiate that, it must be part of your discussion. But let me remind you: gaining an agreement today is vital. How rare is it to host a dragon in your estate—and have that dragon eager to eat anyone who dares harm Dax?”

Her not-so-subtle reminder sobered the man. She could almost hear him swallow as he gathered his composure. “You make a strong point, Lady Arie. I will come.”

Arie exhaled shakily. Negotiations would begin, but it was far from over—and Tynin was about to find out what it meant to haggle with a dragon.
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Master Micah flew the lord across the valley himself, the two of them landing with controlled precision on the narrow ledge just as Arie had. They stepped through the shimmering illusion together, both men pausing as their senses adjusted to the bright, warm lighted tunnel.

Arie moved forward to greet them, inclining her head in respect. Micah’s sharp eyes fell on the puncture wounds at her throat, the blood staining her collar. His only question was a single, pointed eyebrow.

She tried to give him a reassuring smile, though it came out wobbly. “Our conversation grew… spirited, but the mighty Tenebril is open to hearing the terms I suggested, and she awaits Lord Tynin’s offer.”

Micah’s face was unreadable as he gave a small nod.

Arie led them deeper into the lair, their footsteps echoing across the vast chamber. When they entered the grand sitting room, she bowed deeply to the imposing figure seated on her throne-like chair. “I present to you Lord Tynin of House Tynos, City Lord of Daggerport. And Master Micah of the Spellsword Guild, who escorted the lord and provided swift transport.”

Tenebril regarded them with cool, assessing eyes, drumming her claw-tipped fingers on the armrest. “Sit. Then speak of your terms.”

They took the offered chairs opposite her, Micah positioning himself just behind and between them, hands clasped, as silent and immovable as a mountain.

Lord Tynin’s eyes were hard but calm as he met the dragon’s gaze. “Mighty Tenebril, I propose that you and Dax return with me to my estate. The south wing shall be yours alone to use as long as you guard and protect Dax. None shall enter without your express permission, and you may dwell there as long as you wish, providing you do not bring harm to the citizens of the city, unless they encroach upon your dominion, as I have just defined it.”

Tenebril’s eyes glittered with satisfaction. “A fitting offering. Yet, I expect tribute for my presence.”

Tynin didn’t flinch. “You will receive twenty-five gold marks each month, paid in full at the start of each moon cycle.”

Arie’s thoughts swirled with both relief and unease. He was playing this well: generous, but not desperate.

Tenebril leaned forward slightly, her voice dropping to a silky threat. “I demand the right to devour any who dares threaten my son.”

Tynin’s jaw tightened, but his tone stayed even. “You may, but only if I judge them to be true enemies. I will not have innocents or servants slain because they stray too close.”

A low, dangerous growl rumbled in Tenebril’s chest, but she did not object outright. “Agreed… but know that if you fail to protect him, I will.”

There was a tense pause before Tynin pressed on, voice firm. “I must have full access to Dax. I will not accept being shut out of my son’s life. I want equal authority in raising him.”

Tenebril’s eyes flashed with anger, her lips curling back over sharp teeth, but after a long, silent stare, she exhaled in reluctant acceptance. “Very well. But I will not tolerate you poisoning his mind against me.”

Had the dragon just glanced at her? She could have sworn there was the briefest of wary looks her way before she had answered.

Surely not.

Regardless, Arie let out a silent breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. They were on the knife’s edge, but still moving forward.

Tynin continued, “Lastly, we must engage Master Healers to restore his mind and heal the trauma he’s suffered.”

Tenebril’s brows twitched, but she gave a curt nod. “He will have the best. But… you will not see him today.”

That last refusal hit Tynin like a slap. His fists clenched, but he ground out, “Then bring him to the estate by the week’s end. That is the only delay I will accept.”

Tenebril’s eyes narrowed, but she dipped her head by a fraction—an imperial concession. “Agreed.”

Arie watched the exchange with awe and a hint of disbelief. Both had given ground, but both had claimed victories. The deal was struck, and somehow, she thought, this might actually work.

It certainly helped that Lord Tynin was among the most powerful nobles in the region, and his wealth commanded power that could even destroy a dragon. Tenebril was highly intelligent, and she clearly respected that. Perhaps she didn’t see him as her equal, but she considered him dangerous, and that helped her instincts be ruled by her mind.

Master Micah remained silent, a sentinel at their backs, but she could almost feel the approval radiating from him as the room settled with the fragile peace they had forged.

Thinking of all the things she hoped to finally do now that this delicate situation was resolved, Arie allowed herself a small, satisfied smile. Still, she couldn’t shake the worry that she might yet be drawn back into this tense, unconventional triangle of a family. For reasons she couldn’t fully grasp, Tenebril seemed to harbor a grudging respect for her after that near-fatal moment that had changed everything.

At least until she inevitably got pulled back in, she planned to start with some long-overdue conversations with Zak and Micah, catch up with Toman, and maybe even enjoy a carefree ride through the city in Dunc’s magic rickshaw.


Chapter
Thirty-Two



The camp of the masters held a quiet celebration when the three returned that afternoon, with congratulations and cheers all around. There was a sense of shared relief in the air, the tension of the mission finally giving way to a cautious joy.

Olia and Jaran both exclaimed over Arie’s wounds, but a combination of the Master Healer’s expertise and her Cleaner made everything as good as new, the last traces of blood and damage disappearing in moments.

That led to another surprise. While the Healer was working on her, she asked how her body was holding up after casting journeyman enhancement spells so frequently for several weeks, and the Healer looked at her quizzically. “I didn’t sense any residual damage while healing your neck, but I wasn’t specifically checking for it. You seem perfectly healthy right now, however. If you’re still concerned, you could go by the Healer’s compound and get a deeper examination.”

He frowned, curiosity flickering across his features, then cocked his head and cast another delving spell to be sure. After a moment, he shook his head in faint amazement. “Nothing that I can detect. You’re as healthy as they come. If anything, I’m surprised I don’t see buildup of previous damage—even in someone your age, there’s usually some scar tissue or calcium deposits on the bones from combat training.”

Arie thanked the man, silently chalking it up to only recently regaining her mortality. For a hundred years, her body had been frozen by vampiric magic, bound never to change.

While the Masters were finishing up dismantling the fortifications and spell arrays they’d set up in case of a battle, Lord Tynin came over to speak with her privately.

“Lady Arie, thank you again for making this possible. I know that life is going to be… challenging, dealing with a dragon living in my home, but I wanted to take a moment to tell you how much I appreciate you.” His smile was warm and friendly, if tinged with exhaustion.

“I already conferred the title I promised before we set off on the mission yesterday, but I also promised more. Please, hold out your bank token.”

Although she didn’t truly need more money, life had a way of surprising you, so she wouldn’t turn down a few extra coins that might come in handy someday.

Holding out her token, she nearly choked when she heard the amount. She had expected fifty or maybe a hundred gold marks, but Lord Tynin’s generosity was staggering.

“Transfer five thousand gold marks.”

“But… I… that is, Lord Tynin, it’s not necessary. I’m a Spellsword now and won’t lack for money. Besides, you’ve already given me the title.”

He waved away her protests with an easy flick of his hand. “You are a Lady now, and a noble requires a certain level of wealth to be respectable among the city’s aristocracy. Also, the coins aren’t all. I also mentioned that you would receive a property from among the holdings of House Tynos for helping to recover its heir. It’s the least we can do—and to do any less would damage my house’s reputation. You wouldn’t want that, would you?”

He said the last with a knowing gleam in his eyes. “Take this card and visit the Elf, Arden. He can present you with a list of available assets. Choose whichever suits you best.”

That name stirred a memory—Arden, the Elf she’d met not long after arriving in this world. He had even given her his card. With curiosity, she pulled it from her storage, and sure enough, it was the same. The only difference was that the new one bore Lord Tynin’s seal in wax on the reverse to distinguish it.

Seeing her copy of the Elf’s card, the lord raised his eyebrows in clear surprise. “Arden gave you his card? You truly are quite the curiosity, Lady Arie. Please come by the estate when you are able; I would like to introduce you to Dax. You’ve risked your life more than once and faced the wrath of a dragon for his sake. I’m sure he would love to meet the woman who saved his life and helped bring him home.”

Arie shook her head. “I didn’t save his life—Tenebril did that. I only helped return him to his family. Still, thank you for your generosity. I don’t even know what it means to be a Baroness in this city, but I’d love to meet your son soon. Although, I think I’ll wait until you’ve had time for the Healers to do their work. I imagine the fewer unfamiliar faces he sees right now, the better.”

The lord smiled, giving her a respectful bow of his head appropriate for acknowledging a fellow noble, one of lower rank. She returned the gesture with a deeper bow, then watched him rejoin his men to await the teleport back to the city.

It didn’t take long. In less than half an hour, the Teleporter deposited them all back in the Citadel’s Teleporter Hall. From there, the lord and his guards were assigned a detail of Spellswords and escorted back to his estate, while the masters and journeymen returned to their respective housing.

However, her day wasn’t quite over. The Masters invited her, Olia, and Jaran to join them in the Masters’ dining hall. If the Adepts’ mess was a step above the guild’s general dining facility, the Masters’ hall was like dining at a Michelin Star restaurant. It wasn’t opulently furnished, but there was an understated richness to the art and furniture that lent the space an air of quiet prestige. Nothing was lacking to make the experience memorable. The food was the best she had eaten since coming to this world. She enjoyed a steak from a beast similar to a bison, but whose flavor rivaled anything she’d tasted on Earth.

Their presence raised a lot of eyebrows—which was exactly the point. Micah and the other fourteen Masters wanted everyone to know that the journeymen had assisted on a mission alongside a large group of Masters. It would help Arie’s chances of promotion and make it easier for her to find a team once she reaches adept rank. Not that she needed to worry—she already had Olia and Jaran, as well as Captain Eiran’s team.

The evening was lively. The Masters regaled them with stories of past missions, some hilarious, others tragic. Cider and wine flowed freely—and it was the good stuff. They all had a wonderful time, and Olia and Jaran were starstruck to be among such distinguished company. When the party finally broke up, Arie was more than ready to make it back to her room and collapse into bed.

Micah had given her permission to go into the city the next day. With the mission complete, the likelihood of assassins or attacks should be greatly reduced. Even so, she was ordered to take Brynlé along for security.

She still wanted those private conversations with Zak and Micah, but she had been advised to visit Arden first to settle the property matter, so Lord Tynin wouldn’t pester Micah, asking when Arie would accept her reward.

“Be sure to pick something appropriate.” He had advised.

That made Arie frown, wondering what he meant.

Seeing her confusion, Micah chuckled and clarified, “I don’t mean you shouldn’t ask for something grand—it’s the opposite. Don’t insult the lord’s honor by picking something too small. A man like him, with his noble House, has dozens of properties across the city, from large estates to tiny one-bedroom apartments. Choose something at least in the middle. Otherwise, it could look like you saved his son’s life and he only rewarded you with a closet.”

“Ah, got it.”
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The next day, Brynlé escorted her through the gates for the first time in more than a week, and Dunc was right there waiting as they appeared, having been notified the night before that they would need him. He looked thrilled to see her alive and well, beaming when he saw her wearing Spellsword armor and openly carrying her Heartwood spear.

“Lady Arie, it’s been too long. You look wonderful—and congratulations on joining such a prestigious guild! And who is your lovely companion?”

Brynlé smirked. “This one’s got a silver tongue. I’m Brynlé.” She eyed the small rickshaw-like carriage, making Dunc blush.

“Sorry, this cart is a bit small. I understand if you want to call another mage with a fancier carriage.”

The adept feigned offense. “Are you saying our butts are too big for this seat? How dare you! I demand satisfaction!”

Dunc’s face went pale, stammering apologies, but Arie burst out laughing and elbowed Brynlé. “Be nice to poor Dunc—he’s my favorite driver, and a friend.” Brynlé broke into a big grin and clapped the Transport mage on the shoulder.

“I’m just teasing you. Let’s hop in and get going. ‘Lady’ Arie has errands to run.”

Arie pursed her lips. “Alright, no teasing me either—or I’ll tease you back.” She said it in a sultry voice that made Brynlé blush scarlet, and Dunc gawk at their antics before smirking when he saw the tables turned on the adept.

“Right, where to?” he asked, back to his usual cheerful self now that the tension had broken.

“Let’s go here first.” She produced Arden’s card and handed it to the driver, who checked the address before handing it back. “We’ll be there in half an hour or a little more, depending on the traffic. It’s not too far from Castle Boulevard, and there’s a beautiful park nearby.”

They enjoyed the drive, listening to the gossip and rumors Dunc shared along the way. “There was an attempted coup in Canoldir. One of the high nobles was working with the Blood Mages. He died, and now his entire family is in disgrace. I don’t usually pay much attention to news from outside the city, but everyone’s talking about it. Just happened a week or so ago.”

Arie knew her friends Olia and Jaran had been right in the thick of that, but she was surprised when Brynlé piped up, “The Blood Mages were trying to start a war between Canoldir and the Elves. If their plot had succeeded, it would have thrown every nation in this part of the continent into chaos. I wouldn’t want to fight Elves though! No thanks!”

There was more talk about the situation in the north, but before long, they arrived at the Elf’s address, and Arie found herself impressed by the location. Dunc hadn’t exaggerated: directly across the street stretched a park that looked like a serene glade pulled from an untouched wilderness. Sunlight filtered through towering oaks and silverleaf trees, dappling wildflowers and mossy stones. It was easy to forget they were in the heart of the world’s largest city.

Crossing the street and entering Arden’s business, Arie understood instantly why the park was situated nearby—because the inside felt like entering an extension of that glade. A breath of humid, living air washed over them, rich with the scent of fresh leaves and loamy earth. Real trees, vines, and flowering shrubs created winding pathways lined with soft ferns, while delicate lanterns shaped like glowing mushrooms lit the way. Birds flitted between branches overhead, and a gentle trickling sound suggested hidden streams. It was impossible to see the far walls or ceiling; the interior had been utterly transformed into a forest that felt endless and alive.

Just inside the door, a narrow path curled around the gnarled roots of a large oak, where a human woman sat at a wooden desk seemingly grown from the tree itself, its surface polished smooth but still bearing natural knots and whorls. She looked up from a stack of paperwork and smiled brightly at them.

“Welcome. Have you come to see Arden?”

Momentarily at a loss for words, Arie tore her eyes away from a small lemur-like creature lounging on a branch above the woman’s desk, blinking at them with huge, curious eyes. Clearing her throat, she produced Arden’s card from her pouch and held it out. “Yes, I was invited.”

The woman’s eyes widened slightly when she saw the engraved card, and her smile warmed. “Very well, just a moment.” She tapped a subtle rune on her desk, and Arie felt a shimmer of magic ripple through the air.

The assistant offered refreshments, but before they could even consider, Arden emerged from a dense tangle of greenery behind his assistant. He looked entirely in his element, his silvery hair catching the light filtering through the leafy canopy overhead, making her wonder if it was an elf thing to be so at home among nature that they seemed to be part of it. She hoped to meet other elves and see someday.

His welcome was warm and genuine as he invited them to follow, like some wise older relative that was happy to see you visit. They continued down the winding path, every step deeper into a forest that seemed untouched by civilization. The entrance vanished behind them, swallowed by trunks and foliage. As they rounded another bend, they entered a small clearing—a tranquil meadow of soft grass and scattered wildflowers, sunbeams streaming down in shifting patterns through an impossibly realistic forest canopy. Wooden stools shaped from ancient stumps ringed the space, and Arden settled gracefully onto a fallen log, as if they had paused in the middle of a long hike.

Arie, Brynlé, and even Dunc stared around in open awe. The air carried the fresh, invigorating scent of green things growing, and faint birdsong drifted down from unseen branches. Light and shadow danced together across the soft ground, adding a dreamlike quality to the entire scene.

Seeing their incredulous expressions, the Elf’s grin turned mischievous. “It’s always worth it, seeing the wonder on people’s faces. Now, since you do not wish for refreshments, how may I assist you?”

His directness and intense politeness caught Arie off guard. She had always imagined Elves as mysterious, aloof creatures who would speak only in riddles, but Arden was as straightforward as he was refined.

She pulled out the card Tynin had given her and handed it over.

Arden’s eyes flicked to the seal, one elegant eyebrow arching. “I see. This is no small gift you’ve been offered, but you don’t strike me as someone who desires a palatial mansion or a sprawling walled estate. However, I could be mistaken—so tell me, in your own words, what kind of property would make you truly happy, and I will present options from among House Tynos’ holdings. If what you seek isn’t in their portfolio, I can likely locate it elsewhere and arrange a fair trade.”

That possibility intrigued her. Essentially, if something in the city was for sale, she could probably have it.

That led to a fleeting thought of asking Arden for information on a certain warehouse currently occupied by the cultists, but she set the idea aside. That could wait for another day. Right now, she had more immediate business to handle.

She glanced at Brynlé, half expecting her friend to make a joke about picking the grandest palace in Daggerport, but the adept remained silent and wide-eyed, awed into uncharacteristic restraint by the Elf’s presence.

Arie let out a slow sigh. She had actually given this some thought since the mission’s end. There was only one thing she truly wanted—a place she could finally call home.

“I would like something not too large—big enough to be my home, but also with a magic workshop and a space for sparring and working out. Being somewhere near the center of the city would be nice, too. Perhaps not too far from the Citadel or the Dragon Inn—but I suppose that’s redundant if I’m near the center. Oh, and one other thing: having an interesting view would be great.”

The elf nodded thoughtfully at her list. “Yes, I can certainly do that. However, what makes a good view is rather subjective. Can you elaborate? Outside my door is a natural area some might call beautiful. Others might prefer seeing people wander past on the streets while sipping cider in the evenings. Or perhaps a view of the river at sunset?”

Those were good questions. “Any of those—or all of them. I’d enjoy each.”

Arden’s smile turned crooked, eyes gleaming with consideration. “I will show you three properties that might suit your desires.”

After some discussion, he led them out of the building and into a horseless carriage—substantially more elegant than Dunc’s rickshaw. The sleek vehicle had plush seats for four, polished wood trim, and softly glowing runes powering its quiet, smooth ride. It was closer to a luxury car than any carriage she’d seen, even if it ran on magic rather than gas. Dunc looked a little envious as they piled in, but she patted him on the shoulder to reassure him.

The first property lay in the Fourth Quarter: a tall, narrow townhome perched on a gentle rise. From the upper floors, expansive windows revealed sweeping views beyond the north wall, where the dark green of the forests stretched to the horizon. Inside, it was spacious, with polished stone floors and ornate light fixtures, but the townhome felt stiff and formal—like it belonged to someone desperate to flaunt their wealth. The surrounding estates loomed with high walls and meticulously trimmed hedges, exuding an air of exclusivity that wasn’t her style.

Reading her lack of enthusiasm, Arden guided them next to the Third Quarter, not far from the Healer’s Guild. This home sat on a tranquil street shaded by old trees. Its rooftop deck offered a lovely panorama of the river to the west, where sunset light would spill across the water in brilliant hues. The building itself was compact but had a cozy charm, with warm wood paneling and a sturdy, practical design. Yet the quiet of the neighborhood felt almost oppressive—like it would swallow the sounds of life. While its proximity to Brynlé and Macé’s apartment was a plus, it still seemed inconveniently removed from the city’s heart.

Arden’s expression was calm, but his eyes twinkled knowingly—as if he’d planned this all along, saving the best for last.

And stand out, it did.

The last property was a three-story building on the Merchant Mile, not far to the west of the bustling intersection where Castle Boulevard met the North Road. The location was phenomenal—right in the heart of the city’s commerce and life. The building itself struck a perfect balance: spacious enough to feel substantial, yet not so grand as to feel pretentious or hollow.

On the side facing the main road, a single nondescript door blended into the line of shops and businesses—a discreet entrance that led directly into the residential levels above. The entire front portion of the first floor, however, was taken up by a well-kept Healer’s clinic. Rather than seeing the busy clinic as a downside, Arie found comfort in knowing people came here to be healed, the steady flow of visitors reminding her of the peace and caring purpose she had experienced with the Healers she’d met and befriended at the guild.

Inside, the upper two floors were well-furnished with high-quality pieces—sturdy tables with carved edges, plush chairs covered in dark green and copper fabrics, and tasteful oil paintings depicting Greymantle’s landscapes. The decor was refined without being gaudy, suggesting quiet wealth and good taste rather than ostentation.

Arden explained as they climbed the polished wooden stairs, “Lord Tynin once used this building as a discreet meeting place for negotiations and trade deals. Its location near excellent restaurants and taverns made it convenient for entertaining, and he kept the top floor as a private apartment for evenings he didn’t wish to return to his estate. Though it has been years since he last used it.”

Upstairs, the living quarters felt warm and welcoming, with large windows offering sweeping views down the Merchant Mile. Natural light streamed in during the day, illuminating the richly patterned rugs and exposed beams overhead. There was even a cozy reading nook by one window with deep cushions perfect for whiling away the evening.

From there, Arden led them up a narrow but sturdy staircase to a rooftop deck, and it took Arie’s breath away. The view was nothing short of spectacular: to the west, the river shimmered beneath the sinking sun, painting the sky in streaks of orange and lavender. To the north, the arrow-straight road led to the city’s gate, giving a clear line of sight that extended all the way past the wall and into the distant countryside. The rooftop was wide enough to host gatherings, with wrought-iron railings and a pair of weathered wooden chairs already positioned to take in the scenery. Leaning over the edge, the hum of the city washed over her—a living pulse of merchants, travelers, and city guards.

“It has a hell of a view,” she said, letting her gaze linger on the rooftop before adding in a teasing tone, “and it seems more than comfortable enough for… guests.” Brynlé’s cheeks pinked at the implication, her eyes darting away as if to hide her flustered smile.

Dunc came to Brynlé’s rescue by saying, “That deck on the second floor would be great for drinking cider and watching the people pass by below.”

Arie grinned at her friend and clapped him on the shoulder. “It certainly would.”

Arie, ever curious, wasn’t ready to commit just yet. She turned back to Arden and asked, “It checks off two of the boxes and does so very well,” she admitted, “but what of a workshop or workout space?”

Arden’s serene smile only widened. “I still have two more areas to show you.”

He guided them back downstairs, this time to what Arie had assumed was the rear of the building. Instead, it revealed the actual main entrance: a quiet, elegant street opposite the busy Merchant Mile. The home’s facade here was strikingly handsome, with dark, iron-banded wooden doors and steps leading up to a raised entryway reminiscent of classic brownstones she had seen in old New York photos. Mature trees lined the street, shading immaculate cobblestones, and the air felt calm—like a pocket of tranquility in the heart of the city’s chaos.

“On this side,” Arden said, gesturing proudly, “you have the atmosphere of a refined residential street, while on the other, you experience the endless bustle of the Merchant Mile. Enchantments ensure peace inside the home, no matter what’s happening outside. And the security wards here are… quite formidable.”

Then he led them back inside and down a staircase to the final surprise: an expansive, stone-walled basement with ceilings high enough for fighting rings or casting area of effect spells. The wide, empty space practically begged for division into a magic workshop and sparring area. Stone columns supported the structure, and soft blue witchlights cast a clean glow over the smooth flagstone floor.

However, one detail caught Arie’s eye—a massive stone slab with a thick iron ring embedded in its surface, tucked in the rear corner. She pointed. “Arden, what is that?”

“That,” he said with a hint of mystery, “is an entrance to the Undercity. It sits near a major junction of tunnels branching throughout the city and beyond. Lord Tynin sealed it with powerful wards, keeping it as a contingency route.”

Brynlé shifted nervously at the idea of a secret way into the Undercity, but Arie’s instincts told her the wards must be strong if Tynin himself trusted them. Still, she made a mental note to have Toman inspect everything.

“Well,” she said, feeling a grin spreading across her face, “I’m sold. This place is perfect.”

Arden instructed her to present her bank token, attuning the wards so only she could disarm the wards and unlock the doors. He also demonstrated how to grant temporary entry to others, then transferred the official documentation into her data crystal, registering the building as the residence of Baroness Arie of Daggerport.

By the time the sun dipped low, they were done. She and Brynlé returned to Dunc’s modest carriage and had him take them to the Dragon Inn—ready for dinner, a drink, and perhaps finally getting some answers from a certain cryptic dwarf.

If she remembered right, he owed her a glass of the good stuff—and what better way to celebrate than cashing that in?


Chapter
Thirty-Three



Arie was definitely riding on a high as she and Brynlé rode to the Dragon Inn for dinner and drinks.

Brynlé kept gushing over how great Arie’s new home was. “I mean, that rooftop deck! That would be a perfect place for a party!” She gave a playful frown, adding, “I’m a little envious, to be honest. You hear about guildies getting opportunities like that, but it’s about as common as getting struck by lightning…well, the natural kind anyway.”

“Where I’m from, we say it’s ‘like winning the lottery’ because the odds are one in 300 million. Regardless, you’re welcome to visit anytime, but it’ll be months, or even a year, before I get to spend much time there. Until I pass my exams, I’m stuck in the Citadel’s dorms. After tonight, I’ll be sharing a bathroom with a stranger.”

Brynlé winced. “Yeah, I don’t envy you that. I was so glad to move out when I got promoted. But it took me months afterward to scrape together enough coin to get a place with Macé, and that first apartment wasn’t nearly as nice as what we have now.” She sighed nostalgically. “There’s definitely something to be said for moving up. As apprentices, there were thirty of us in one large room, sharing the same facilities. Then, as a journeyman, I spent two years in a room with four other girls, and at Rank 2, I finally got a two-person room, just like you’ll have. But you… Well, money’s not going to be an issue for you.” She grinned and elbowed Arie at that last part.

They chatted about guild life until Dunc pulled them up before the looming mouth of the Dragon Inn.

Seeing the massive carved beast and its arm-length fangs felt unsettling after what she’d been through with Tenebril. The memory of claws digging into her throat made a shudder ripple down her spine.

And then walking into the mouth of a dragon—even a dead, preserved one—felt uncomfortably close to what she’d felt during that confrontation.

The goosebumps only faded when she spotted Zak at the bar, gruff and familiar, after so many weeks.

Zakkarius Ironeater snorted when he saw her approach. “Looks like the transformation stuck then. Good for you. Whadda you want?”

She was in too good a mood to let his gruff bluntness get to her. “For starters, I believe you owe me a drink of the good stuff. I’m celebrating, and my friend here deserves the same. After we finish our drinks, I’d like to finally have a conversation with you—about those cryptic things you’ve said.”

The Dwarf huffed but shrugged. “Ale, Cider, Wine, or Whiskey. Got the best of each.”

“Whiskey!” she exclaimed immediately, then looked to Brynlé.

“Same, and thank you.”

Arie gave a dismissive shrug. “If I can’t celebrate after what I’ve just been through, I’d be a pretty sad excuse for a person.”

Zak reached under the counter, pulling up a bottle that looked unassuming until Brynlé gasped at the label. “Is… is that really as old as it says?”

The Dwarf squinted, then nodded. “The Elidian Confederation knew their whiskey. Damn shame they fell. I still blame that old bastard for ruining it all.”

The name meant nothing to Arie, but Brynlé’s awed expression told her everything she needed to know.

Without a word, Zak signaled—somehow—and another dwarf took his place at the bar. Zak lifted the bar top and led them back past the kitchen, stopping at a beautifully carved door of polished wood, its surface gleaming like old Heartwood but lacking the subtle magic. He opened it to reveal a private room unlike any she’d seen.

The space was cozy but opulent, roughly twenty-five feet square, with walls paneled in richly stained woods ranging from deep walnut to golden maple, each plank clearly chosen for its unique grain. Shelves held oddities—a dagger of black glass, an ancient helmet etched with runes, a globe of shimmering crystal—each piece hinting at some forgotten tale or hard-won treasure.

The furnishings were mismatched yet intentional: a plush armchair upholstered in deep green velvet, a sturdy leather chair with brass studs, and a third seat that looked almost like a carved throne, its back rising high with intricate knotwork. The centerpiece was a low table made from a massive, ancient anvil, its top polished smooth but still bearing the pitted marks of countless hammer strikes, the patina of centuries lending it gravitas.

Lanterns hanging from iron brackets cast a warm, flickering light, reflecting off the polished wood and metal accents, filling the space with a comforting glow. Overhead, the beams were thick and exposed, adding a rustic charm to the otherwise luxurious room.

Zak gestured them to sit, setting the bottle reverently on the anvil-table and pulling three heavy crystal tumblers from his storage.

As they settled into the chairs, each more comfortable than the last, he uncorked the whiskey with casual strength and poured a small measure into each glass.

“Let it breathe a minute,” he advised, leaning back in his chair like a king in his hall. “It’ll soften the harsh notes and open the aromas.”

As they waited for the drink to settle, Zak’s eyes glinted with curiosity. “So, what’d you do this time that calls for a bottle like this?”

Arie opened her mouth to fire back a snarky answer, but bit it back. That could wait. Tonight was about the drink, the celebration—and finally getting some answers.

“I confronted a dragon in its lair. Twice. Almost died, but got a noble title, a house, and some coins out of it.”

Zak looked mildly impressed. “Not bad in your current condition. Which dragon was it?”

Seriously? This guy knew multiple dragons? Then again, running a place like this, he probably heard all sorts of stories—and people who survived encounters with dragons would likely come here to celebrate.

“Tenebril. Big black dragon.”

He gave her a dark look, eyes narrowing. “You didn’t hurt her, did you? She’s a smart cookie, but still young enough to let her emotions get the better of her.”

As if she could have hurt a damned dragon like that!

“She’s fine. She almost killed me. She’s going to be living in the Tynos estate for a while. She ‘adopted’ Lord Tynin’s youngest son.”

Zak raised an eyebrow and picked up his glass, inhaling long and slow to savor the whiskey’s notes. His eyes softened slightly, then he took a small sip, closing his eyes as he relished the taste.

Arie waited a moment longer, watching the subtle play of expressions across Zak’s face before lifting her own glass. “You know Tenebril?”

He chuckled, low and gravelly. “Most dragons who come into the city pay a visit to my inn. They’re drawn to the sight of one of their own preserved like this. Half of them get angry and want to burn the place down; the other half are amused. Tenebril was one of the angry ones. We talked it out and she saw reason.”

That did not track.

With what she’d experienced of Tenebril, Arie couldn’t imagine the dragon simply backing down without a spectacular explosion. Then again, Tenebril had listened to her—eventually—but only after… after something she still struggled to process.

The memory was vivid yet strange, like recalling a dream that felt more real than waking life. She remembered every second of that moment, but it wasn’t something that made sense in words or fit neatly into her thoughts. It hadn’t happened entirely in the physical world.

A flicker of unease crossed her face as she pushed those thoughts aside. She focused on the now, cast her enhanced senses spell, and brought up her glass to her nose. The rich, smoky aroma enveloped her, sharper and clearer than normal: charred oak, warm spices, dried fruit. Each note teased her heightened senses with crystalline clarity. She let it linger, savoring the deep complexity before taking a careful sip. The burn spread with a satisfying heat, layers of sweet vanilla, bitter tannins, and hints of caramel unfolding almost overwhelmingly—but she embraced it, letting the drink anchor her mind firmly in the present.

Yet even as she reveled in the intensity, a part of her couldn’t help but compare it to the heightened perceptions she’d once taken for granted as a vampire. Her adept-level spell let her come close—so close she almost fooled herself into thinking nothing had changed.

“This is fine stuff.”

Brynlé followed suit, casting her own spell before sniffing and tasting. Her eyes went wide. “Damn. I’m sorry I don’t have more whiskey experience to appreciate this properly. But is this really… thirty thousand years old or more?”

Arie nearly choked on her sip. “Did you just say thirty thousand years old?”

Zak smirked, smugness radiating from every whisker of his beard. “Around thirty-five. From their middle period. Got a few bottles still preserved in storage.”

Arie felt her thoughts spin as she tried to grasp the implications of drinking something older than any kingdom she’d ever heard of. Older than human civilization on Earth!

Zak leaned back, his eyes glittering. “Seems there’s celebrating all around. The boy foiled the Blood Mages’ plans when he put down that traitor up in Canoldir. Lhoran and Loman will be furious. But that’s just like you—always pissing someone off.”

Glancing at Brynlé, Arie could see her friend looked just as confused and unsettled as she felt. It was time. Zak’s cryptic remarks had gone on long enough.

She considered asking Brynlé to step out for privacy, but discarded the idea. Brynlé would learn these truths sooner or later. Better she hear them now.

Taking a deep breath, Arie tried to keep the sharpness out of her voice. “Alright, it’s time we talked. You keep making these cryptic comments, and I want straight answers. The first time I walked in here, you talked like I’d been here before—twice in the same day—when I’d never set foot in this place. And you keep bringing up ‘the boy,’ like I’m supposed to know who you mean. Who is this boy, Zak? And who do you think I am?”

Zak blinked, surprise flashing across his face for the first time she’d seen. His eyes darted to Brynlé, measuring.

Arie gave Zak a sharp nod. “Go on. Brynlé’s my friend—she’ll hear it all eventually anyway. I’m not trying to keep secrets from her; it’s just that what she doesn’t know is what I haven’t gotten around to telling her yet.”

The dwarf shrugged as if it made no difference. “How can you not know? You’re the same person! Both halves of you showed up on the same day after being dead and forgotten for ten thousand years. You were always a trickster, but this… this was too much even for you. Your father’s grieved ever since you disappeared. He was sure you’d died.”

It was like he was speaking another language. The words sounded normal, but they made no sense at all.

Then, a memory surfaced sudden and vivid—a brief flash of a room, like a magical workshop, both simple and impossibly advanced—gone in an instant, but leaving behind a deep sense of sadness…and the faintest glimmer of hope.

The moment rocked her, not knowing where that came from, but then another memory, this one her own and recent.

During the confrontation with Tenebril, her soul had felt like it was being torn apart under the dragon’s fury. She still couldn’t wrap her head around it, but something had happened—something more than physical.

Was it possible the dwarf wasn’t raving—that he actually knew something?

Seeing her confusion, Zak added, “You and the boy—Nate—you share the same soul. When you both showed up on the same day, I thought it was just one of your games. But now I see… You don’t even know what’s happening.”

He let out a short, barking laugh, as if the absurdity of it all was the best joke he’d heard in years.

Brynlé looked completely baffled, unable to make sense of any of it, but she could see Arie’s pain and confusion. She stood, moved to Arie’s side, and took her hand, offering silent comfort without saying a word.

Arie squeezed back, grateful beyond words that her friend stayed. She had no idea what any of this meant—and Zak’s smug amusement was quickly grating on her raw nerves.

“Nate…” she whispered. The name stirred something—a vague memory. Then it clicked: Olia’s rival in Canoldir. The young man who’d foiled the Blood Mages’ plan. “The one who stopped the traitor?”

Zak nodded. “Same boy. The day you arrived, so did he. He showed up in the afternoon and got himself in trouble immediately, drawing the attention of a Blood Mage agent in the city. Then late that night, you walked in. Neither of you knew your ass from an ale glass—obviously hadn’t been in Greymantle before. It wasn’t until he came back a few weeks ago that I learned he came from another world. Lived his whole life there. I’d bet the same’s true for you?”

Arie nodded numbly, her thoughts reeling. She wasn’t alone. Someone else had come from Earth—someone carrying the other half of her soul.

The half-forgotten memory of that moment out of time, the one she had touched during the confrontation with Tenebril—it was becoming clearer.

She understood. The part of that incredible soul construct had moved on when she died. It had reincarnated, lived an entire life…and was now here, as a young man named Nate.

A hollow ache opened inside her. She’d sacrificed that part of herself so it could go on, never imagining it would find its way back. She was glad her sacrifice hadn’t been in vain—but there was also a sharp, unfamiliar pain, like discovering she’d lost something precious she’d never known she missed. It felt as if a piece of her had been ripped away, and now it belonged to someone else.

Zak, for all his gruffness, stayed quiet as she processed, his silence more compassionate than she expected.

She was still reeling from the thought of having only half a soul when something else Zak had said registered—and it sent a chill through her.

“Wait. A father who’s been grieving for ten thousand years? How is that possible?” Her mind scrambled for an answer. Is he a vampire?

Zak snorted. “Your kind are like that—Raëndil and Ancients alike. Like the elves, you don’t die of old age.” He frowned, eyes distant as if recalling something long past. “Yeah… ten thousand years, give or take. You and your cousin always had a talent for pissing off the Blood Gods.” He spat the words, his expression twisting with disgust. “Those idiots, pretending to be gods just to make humans serve them.”

A sharp gasp from Brynlé and an involuntary squeeze of Arie’s hand drew her attention. Brynlé looked pale, eyes wide as if seeing a ghost.

When Arie met her gaze, Brynlé’s voice shook. “What… what are you?”

Those words, spoken with fear, felt like a dagger to her heart. Her friend looked at her like she was a monster.

Zak answered instead, his tone blunt. “Before you died, you were Raëndil.” He looked her up and down like a butcher assessing a cut of meat, wrinkling his nose. “Right now, you’re human—but that won’t last. You’re changing, bit by bit, back into what you once were. The boy’s further along, since he spent years away, returning to your world, then coming back.”

She felt like a prizefighter taking one punch too many. The hits just kept coming, and she couldn’t wrap her head around it all at once—it would take time to adjust to everything she was hearing, but even now, her mind was latching onto some of the pieces, trying to make sense of it one fragment at a time.

“He went back to Earth and returned here?” If that was true, then maybe—just maybe—she could go back someday. She could see her father, Davin, again. Let him know she was alive, tell him everything she had been through, show him that she had survived and learned magic. The thought was so warm it almost made her tear up on the spot.

She pictured showing off her new spells, sparring in the courtyard with him, or just sitting and sharing stories like they used to. But the daydream shattered almost as soon as it formed. Earth was starved of mana, she reminded herself bitterly. Mages there hoarded every drop, regulated its use with an iron grip. The Cabal had spent thousands of years siphoning it away, burying caches of magic all over the world for purposes no one but themselves truly understood.

Enough of that.

She needed clarity. She withdrew her Heartwood spear, immediately feeling a surge of focus, and then cast Eagle’s Focus, letting her mind sharpen with crisp precision. It felt like a storm blew through her consciousness, scattering every frantic, spiraling thought and leaving only what mattered.

The emotions were still there, churning hot and heavy in her chest, but with her mind clear, she could think, prioritize, and work through the truths she’d just uncovered.

What did she know for certain?

She was originally born here, on Greymantle, as a Raëndil—whatever those were.

Raëndil didn’t die of old age; they only died if they were killed. And she had been killed.

Somehow, her soul had survived that death and ended up on Earth.

Now, with her mind laser-focused, she could see the connections she hadn’t before. She had been reincarnating long before she was born as Mara. At least hundreds of times, maybe thousands. But something had gone horribly wrong when she was killed by the vampire: her soul was dying, unable to continue the cycle. She had been desperate, on the brink of fading forever—and she had sundered herself, sacrificing what was left of her essence so the other part of her soul could live on.

But…why? Why all those reincarnations? What purpose did they serve? Her thoughts skidded to a halt there. She just didn’t know. That answer would have to come later.

She knew now that at least some of these ancient Raëndil were monsters—those who tricked people into worshipping them as gods. And apparently, her original self and a cousin had fought these so-called Blood Gods. That, at least, gave her a small sense of pride. So I was on the right side after all.

Then the implications started to snowball: months had passed for her since she arrived in Greymantle, but the boy had left and returned several years older. That meant time between worlds was disconnected, maybe even wildly dilated.

A fleeting thought passed through her mind of how much she appreciated the clarity provided by Eagle’s Focus.

And the transformation—whatever it was—wasn’t instant. She was turning back into what she had once been, but it must take years, since Zak said the boy was only “further along.” That meant she still had time to come to grips with this, to adapt.

The thought that followed crashed through her like thunder: she was going to be immortal again. But this time, she wouldn’t be undead—she could live, breathe, and feel warmth, but also have all the time she’d ever dreamed of. Relief slammed into her, and she realized for the first time the deep tension she’d been carrying: the fear of aging and not having enough time. It was like a weight lifted off her shoulders.

She wanted to smack herself for that thought. Am I really so vain? Was I truly afraid of growing old?

But Arie had always been honest with herself. It wasn’t the vanity of aging that scared her—it was the fear of time slipping away, of not having enough of it to do what she wanted. As a vampire for over a century, she had gotten used to the idea of forever. Her father, Davin, was more than fifteen hundred years old, though he had always refused to give her his true age or birthday, something she used to tease him about endlessly.

Well, she thought with a wry twist of her lips, apparently I don’t have to worry about that anymore.

Then a new worry pierced her like a knife: what about the father she had here on Greymantle—the one she didn’t remember at all? How would he feel if he found out his child’s soul had returned split in two, incomplete but still alive? Would he rejoice? Mourn what had been lost? Or feel pain at seeing what she had become?

The thought made her stomach twist, and she realized she dreaded that reunion. Would he see her as broken? As a child who had made a foolish mistake and paid a terrible price?

She shuddered and pushed the thought aside. That was a conversation she wasn’t ready to have. And meeting the boy—Nate—her other half? That would be the most awkward conversation imaginable.

But deep down, she knew she couldn’t avoid either forever. She’d have to face them both one day, or else risk hurting the father she didn’t even remember. Still, for now, she needed to deal with what was in front of her. There were cultists like Drevan who needed a personal invitation to the afterlife. And even before that, she had to pass her exams; until then, she was stuck in the Citadel, allowed only brief excursions under supervision.

For the briefest moment, she thought about just leaving the guild entirely. If she really was destined to become some immortal, powerful being, did she truly need the Spellswords?

Then she felt Brynlé’s hand, still holding hers, warm and steady. Her friend was trying to comfort her, even despite her fear. And there were Olia, Micah, and all the others who mattered.

No, I may not need them, but I want to be a Spellsword. If I really am going to be immortal, then maybe in fifty years I can go off and do something else. But I won’t abandon my friends just because I won some cosmic lottery or something.

She squeezed Brynlé’s hand back, then stood and pulled her into a fierce hug. “Thanks for not running away in terror.”

The other woman scoffed, her voice thick with stubborn loyalty. “As if I would do such a thing!” But after a few seconds, her indignant tone softened to an uneasy honesty as she added, “Although, truthfully, this is freaking me out more than a bit.”

Pulling back just enough to meet Arie’s eyes, Brynlé confessed, “Elves are an uncommon sight in the city, but Raëndil… they’re supposed to be legends. I’ve never seen one, but the stories say they’re ten feet tall with pointy ears and as strong as ten men.”

Zak let out a rumbling laugh at that, the mirth shaking his shoulders. “They can be whatever height they want, from three feet up to fifteen max. Your grandfather always ranted that it wasn’t natural—he loves ranting. He’d go on about how living beings adapt to their environments, not just change size on a whim. He was obsessed with tweaking species, forcing them to adapt, seeing what made them tick. I never understood his obsession.”

Arie blinked at that. A grandfather, too? And a scientist, no less. It was almost too much. She picked up her glass, realizing it had sat forgotten in her hand throughout the entire conversation, the amber liquid catching the light.

Without bothering to savor the aroma or the flavor this time, she tipped it back and drank it down in a single determined gulp, the burn grounding her.

“This conversation is done for now!” she declared sharply, voice firm but not angry. “I want to eat a meal and forget about all this. None of it changes anything for me right now.”

Brynlé’s eyes widened at her vehemence. “You don’t want to go see your Raëndil father, or that other guy, the one from your world?”

Arie shook her head emphatically, her hair swinging with the force of it. “Not right now. We came here to celebrate, and that’s what I want—to eat, drink, and forget about this whole mess for tonight. Tomorrow, I’ll start working on memorizing everything I need for my exams. I’m going to finish them in under a year, just watch if I don’t!”

Seeing the fierce determination blazing in Arie’s eyes, Brynlé hesitated only a moment before smiling faintly and moving back to her seat after a squeeze of the hand. She lifted her glass, took a careful sip of the ancient whiskey from a long-dead civilization, and let it warm her as they settled in to enjoy the evening—if only for a little while, the weight of destiny set aside.


Chapter
Thirty-Four



The inn’s chef prepared them a fantastic meal, each dish more delicious than the last, and Zak even let them have another glass of the ancient whiskey, its warmth lingering long after the last sip.

By the time they finished, Arie was feeling a pleasant buzz and a surprising sense of peace about everything. So what if her original name had been Darian? Or that she was slowly turning into something beyond human?

What mattered was what she had now: friends who stood by her, a life she was starting to love, and a future that felt more promising than it ever had.

She frowned thoughtfully as they rode back to the Citadel in Dunc’s carriage, the soft clop of magical wheels over cobblestones blending with the night sounds of the city. Brynlé, still a touch flushed from the drinks, sat quietly beside her, eyes half-lidded but alert.

“Hey,” Arie began hesitantly, breaking the comfortable silence. “I hate to ask this, but… can you please not tell anyone what you learned tonight? I’m going to tell Master Micah—I promised him I’d come clean about my past. But I’d rather not have people treat me differently because of what I might become someday. I finally have friends, and I just want to enjoy it, to live the life I’ve planned.”

Brynlé straightened a bit, the serious weight of the promise clearing some of the haze from her gaze. She nodded solemnly. “I promise not to reveal your secrets, Arie. I swear it.” Then, with a small frown of her own, she added quietly, “Still… won’t all this come out eventually?”

Arie leaned over, resting her head on her friend’s shoulder, the steady rise and fall of Brynlé’s breathing calming her. She sighed deeply, closing her eyes for a moment. “Yeah… I’m sure it will. I just don’t see why it has to be my problem right now. Tomorrow will be soon enough to talk to Micah.”

They fell into a companionable silence, the city lights flickering past as the carriage carried them through the dark streets, each lost in their own thoughts but grateful they weren’t alone.
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Arie sighed contentedly, leaning back as the rickshaw-like carriage rolled through the quiet streets of Daggerport. It was a beautiful night, the twin moons hanging high above the rooftops, their silvery light spilling across cobblestones worn smooth by centuries. The seat was small, forcing her and Brynlé to sit close together, shoulders brushing with each gentle sway of the cart. It was almost romantic, even though they were just friends for now. It was too soon to think about anything more—she was still finding her footing in this new life—but she couldn’t deny how nice it felt. Perhaps someday…

Streetlamps burned low, their amber glow painting shifting pools of light across empty intersections. The city seemed to hold its breath at this hour: no merchants hawking wares, no shouting children, only the soft hush of wind through narrow alleys. The steady clip-clop of the rickshaw’s enchanted wheels echoed through the silence, the faint click of that one stubborn spot on the right wheel punctuating each turn, hypnotic and comforting.

She let herself drift, eyelids heavy, lulled by the rocking of the carriage and the soothing rhythm of the road. Ahead, Dunc sat tall at the wheel, his silhouette a familiar reassurance. He’d proven his loyalty time and again; with him driving, she could let go of her worries for just a moment. There was no traffic at this late hour, nothing to force them to slow, the wide, empty avenues giving them a smooth, unbroken path toward the Citadel.

For a fleeting moment, the world felt safe, as if the city belonged to them alone—just three friends on a quiet ride home under the watchful gaze of the stars.

It took a moment for her mind to register the change—far longer than it should have. The comforting click of the carriage’s uneven wheel had gone silent. The quiet night streets were replaced by a deep, oppressive stillness, like the hush of a grave. No echoes off the stone buildings, no soft murmur of the breeze in her ears. The silence was absolute, unnatural.

She was only just realizing something was wrong when it was already too late.

She didn’t see what struck them, only felt the sudden eruption of light and heat and pain, the violent jolt as the carriage disintegrated around her. The world turned into a chaos of splintered wood and searing fire, the separate, broken remains of the cart flung through the air, hurling Arie, Brynlé, and Dunc in different directions like ragdolls.

One moment, everything had been perfect, tranquil.

The next, a concussive force exploded from her side, centered squarely on her. The fragile wooden frame of the rickshaw blew apart in an instant, planks and beams splintering into deadly shards that scythed through the night. Stuffing from the padded seats burst into the air like cottony snow, swirling chaotically amid the flames and darkness.

Time fractured: each millisecond stretched into eternity, like a car wreck playing out in slow motion yet far too fast to react. Her mind struggled to keep up—fire, shrapnel, tufts of seat cushion, flashes of blood, glimpses of Brynlé and Dunc flung like broken dolls. Secondary explosions erupted around her as the cart’s enchantments shattered, releasing flares of uncontrolled mana that pulsed with blinding light and heat.

All of it unfolded in absolute, suffocating silence. No roar of the blast, no screams, no sound at all—just a mute, horrific ballet of destruction.

A fragment of her mind noted her own trajectory: she was being blown backward, away from the direction they’d been traveling, while Brynlé tumbled off to the side, limbs limp and spinning. Of Dunc, she could see nothing—just burning fragments and swirling debris where he had been, his fate hidden behind the storm of shrapnel and mana flares.

Neither she nor Brynlé had their weapons out; there had been no room in the cramped carriage to hold them ready. Perhaps it was for the best—had her spear been in her hands, it would have been ripped from her grasp and lost to the night, just another deadly projectile in the storm.

And then she was tumbling across the pavement, limbs and back smashing into the stone with bone-jarring force, her body rolling like a ragdoll until she finally skidded to a brutal stop.

Somehow her mind clung to consciousness, struggling to catch up to the chaos. A sliver of awareness recognized how narrowly she’d survived—her shield enchantment had triggered in that split-second of instinctive terror, absorbing the brunt of the initial blast. But it hadn’t saved her from the secondary rain of splintered wood or the punishing slam of the street beneath her. Luck alone had kept her skull from cracking open on the stone; else the shield would have only delayed her death.

Through the ringing haze of adrenaline, one truth blazed like a beacon: they were under attack, and her friends might already be dead because of her.

A cold, seething fury ignited in her chest, sharpening her thoughts just enough to grasp her only hope—her weapon.

She wrenched her Heartwood spear from storage, making it appear in her hand. The familiar touch instantly cut through the fog clouding her mind, the smooth magic wood grounding her in reality.

Enemies. They were out there. Trying to kill her. If they were skilled—and they clearly were—they wouldn’t stop until she was dead.

Another realization hit her like an electric shock: if she lost her weapon now, it was over.

In the split-second between her landing and the next attack, she cast. Every scrap of focus and willpower she possessed poured into the spell pattern for Titan’s Grip, mana threads weaving an unbreakable bond between her and her spear.

As the shield flared to life again, another silent, concussive force slammed into her from the same direction. The world blurred as she was blasted backward once more, tumbling across the rough stone road—still in absolute, smothering silence.

But her Heartwood spear stayed locked in her grip, adrenaline surging, her mind ablaze with the singular instinct to fight.

Even before she hit the ground, she was casting again: Eagle’s Focus.

The world stretched and slowed, every detail sharpening into painful clarity under the overclocked speed of her mind.

She still hadn’t laid eyes on her attackers, but she knew where the blasts had come from. Somewhere in the screaming back of her mind, grief and rage howled over what had happened to Brynlé and Dunc—but if any of them were to survive, she had to end this.

Another silent shockwave of force hit her shield, hammering her backward yet again. She could feel the barrier’s strain, cracks of failing mana whispering along its edges. One more hit, maybe two, and it would shatter.

This time, she flipped mid-air, landing hard in a three-point stance, spear braced, eyes blazing like some hero out of a movie.

She couldn’t stand still. She had to keep moving—dodging, weaving—because she didn’t know how many more attacks were coming, and her shield wouldn’t last forever.

She dove forward and right, rolling with the impact, then came up sprinting at full tilt toward the shadowed alley where she was sure the assassin hid—but veering off the expected line of fire. With Eagle’s Focus and adrenaline raging in her veins, she skipped the journeyman version and unleashed the adept version of enhanced speed.

Time slowed even further. Enough for her to register every excruciating detail: the wood shard impaled through her left bicep, a splinter jutting from her right thigh, another cruel spike embedded near her left kidney. Pain roared through her, white-hot, but sheer will kept her moving.

She wanted to cast something offensive—something to pin down her enemy—but panic clawed at her mind. She had no idea where Dunc had landed. A wild blast could finish him off if he still lived.

Instead, she forced another spell through her battered body: adept Enhanced Endurance. Mana surged, dulling the agony, lending strength to limbs that should have given out already.

She dodged left just as another silent explosion smashed a deep crater into the stone behind her. Narrowing in on the mouth of the alley, she flung her hand forward and cast a visible laser Beam, sweeping the crackling lance of focused mana created light across the shadowed entrance, hoping to catch a glimpse of her attacker—or at least force them to duck.

She didn’t pause. The instant the beam flickered out, she hurled herself sideways again, rolling low to avoid a potential counterattack.

Another blast missed but struck the street beside her—this one slammed into the cobbles with a flash of force, sending deadly rock shards ricocheting outward in every direction. One fragment punched into her shield from behind, the impact ringing through her bones as spiderweb cracks bloomed across its softly glowing surface like ice on a pond.

One more hit, and she’d be done.

She lunged right, weaving into a zigzag sprint to throw off their aim, feet pounding on the stone, breath ragged, her body aching from injuries she barely felt through the adrenaline haze. This time, she didn’t dare cast an offensive spell; instead, she triggered her speech stone with a desperate flick of her thumb.

The silence was suffocating—no hoofbeats, no breathing, no clash of magic—just her pulse roaring in her ears. The connection took a maddening eternity to establish, every heartbeat stretching into a lifetime as she hurled herself sideways to dodge two more attacks. The second blast singed her hair as it narrowly missed. Even with adept-level enhanced speed, it felt like she was skating on the edge of death.

There had to be more than one mage. No single assassin could unleash spells this quickly or precisely.

Bastards!

“What is it, Journeywoman Arie?” Micah’s voice shivered through her bones, a lifeline of clarity in the dead quiet.

She didn’t hesitate—muscle memory from years of combat kicked in, instinctively concise, her mind stripped of everything but survival.

“Assassins. Brynlé down. Need Healers, need backup,” she snapped, words silent to the world but carried straight to Micah through the stone’s magic.

Another blast clipped her shoulder, the shock crashing through her chest like a battering ram. Her shield exploded in a spray of shattered light, mana and force colliding with her ribs. Titan’s Grip saved her from losing her spear, but pain spiked like fire down her arm.

Rolling sideways, she finally caught sight of Brynlé—crumpled in a spreading pool of dark blood, a jagged spear of wood impaling her midsection. Worse was the stillness of her body, her head twisted awkwardly, matted with blood.

Please, don’t be dead!

Arie did the only thing she could: she planted her feet, ignoring her body’s protests, and hurled a Lightning Bolt. The spell screamed across the street, its brilliance searing the night, slamming into the corner of the building beside the alley. Stone shattered like glass, rubble and splinters spraying the alley’s entrance. Dust and debris filled the air.

Still, no silhouette, no glimpse of her attackers—just swirling chaos.

But the attack paused. Precious seconds ticked by without another blast. She seized the moment to cast Enhanced Strength, mana surging into her muscles, her body thrumming with power. She launched herself further to the side and forward, closing the distance with long, ground-eating strides even as her mind screamed with fury and fear.

Then, something shifted. Mana roiled unnaturally in the alley, a dense ball of raw energy arcing up into the sky like a comet. A second sphere appeared near the alley mouth, dropping toward them like a silent, deadly meteor.

Her heart lurched—no time to run, no time to think. She lunged toward Brynlé, all the enhanced strength she had pouring into her legs. The world slowed, every heartbeat a thunderclap in her ears as she flew through the air, arms outstretched. She slammed her mana into the shield pattern mid-flight, forcing it into a thick, glowing dome that snapped into place just as the first sphere hit.

A gust of hurricane-force wind and a churn of stone and dirt exploded from the first impact, rocking her and Brynlé in a jarring sideways slide. But then the second sphere fell—and erupted.

A wave of mana crashed outward in an invisible tsunami, washing over the entire street with the roar of a silent tempest. Her shield collapsed instantly, spells shattering like fragile glass, her body stripped of enhancements in a single, gut-wrenching instant. Her limbs felt leaden as the adrenaline crashed back with a vengeance.

She staggered, gripping her spear like a lifeline, teeth bared in defiance. Mana still lingered—chaotic, wild, but it was there. She pulled it from the small mana pool in her spear and forced another shield around herself and Brynlé, weaker than the one before, but the dome snapped back into place with a shimmer of pale light.

And then—sound. Glorious, terrible sound flooded back. Flames crackled in the wreckage of Dunc’s carriage. Somewhere distant, dogs barked in panic. Her ragged breaths sawed in and out of her lungs, Brynlé’s faint moans barely reaching her ears.

She recast her enhancements one by one, muscles trembling with effort as Micah’s voice pulsed urgently through her stone: “Reinforcements incoming. Do not attack.”

Just as his words faded, a flash of brilliant light lit the ruined street—and ten Spellswords materialized, weapons drawn, armor gleaming under conjured spheres of daylight that launched overhead. They fanned out in a tight circle, shields flaring as they locked into formation around her and Brynlé.

Arcane barriers snapped into existence, layers of protective force encasing them in a cocoon of flickering energy. Streams of radiant magic arced skyward, turning the night into a blazing imitation of dawn.

She sagged to one knee, gasping, but her eyes still burned with fury. If these bastards wanted her dead, they’d better send an army.


Chapter
Thirty-Five



Arie felt a wave of relief crash over her like cool water as the Spellswords stood around them like a bulwark.

She knew her own injuries weren’t fatal—painful, but survivable—but her friends might not be so lucky. She swept the chaotic scene, her heart thundering in her chest. Where was Dunc? Was Brynlé still breathing?

She called out, voice raw with urgency, “Adept Brynlé needs a Healer! And I have another friend—our driver—he’s injured somewhere. Please!”

She tried to stand, but agony roared through her body as every cut, bruise, and impalement screamed in protest. Her legs nearly gave out, but she clenched her teeth and forced herself upright, refusing to crumble.

A woman in the Spellsword circle, face partially hidden by her helmet, raised a hand. “Do not move. The Healer is incoming—we’re securing the scene.”

Arie’s blood pounded in her ears as she scanned the smoldering wreckage of Dunc’s carriage. Shards of flaming wood and glowing metal littered the street, small fires burning fitfully in the night air. The street stank of scorched wood and acrid smoke. Brynlé’s ragged breathing reached her ears, shallow but still there—thank the spirits—but what about Dunc?

She tried to push through the Spellsword formation, frantic to find him.

“Stand down, Journeyman!” someone barked, voice sharp as a blade. “Second wave incoming in ten seconds. Hold position!”

Those ten seconds felt eternal, every breath a tortured count as her mind replayed the explosion, the sight of Brynlé bleeding out, the soundless chaos. She knew she was useless until a Healer could mend her battered body, but staying still felt like torture.

She clutched her spear with white-knuckled fingers. She considered casting Enhanced Endurance on Brynlé, desperate to do something—anything—but fear gnawed at her. If she cast wrong, she might worsen her friend’s condition.

Fury smoldered like hot coals inside her chest. Whoever had done this, whoever thought they could come after her and leave her friends broken in the street, would pay. She would track them down if it took the rest of her life.

A pulse of brilliant white light washed over the street, and a second contingent arrived: five more Spellswords, two Healers in green-leafed tabards, a Seer with eyes already glowing from active magic, a Teleporter scanning the area, and a tall figure with the unmistakable crest of a City Watch commander.

The five new Spellswords spread out immediately, expanding the perimeter, their shields blooming in sequence like protective petals. One Healer rushed inside the circle toward Brynlé, while another, escorted by a Spellsword, darted off into the wreckage—Arie’s heart leapt at the thought of Dunc being found alive.

The Seer planted himself firmly, hands weaving complex patterns of light as his spell swept the area, probing for hidden threats. Meanwhile, the Teleporter and Watch commander strode with measured caution toward Arie, every step purposeful.

The Spellsword circle parted, admitting the first Healer—a man with close-cropped hair, his tabard bearing the bright green Leaf sigil of the Healer’s Guild. His eyes swept over Arie’s bloodied form before landing on Brynlé. He dropped to his knees, hands already glowing with pale light, magic flowing into the fallen Adept’s wounds.

Arie fought the urge to grab him, to demand answers, but she clenched her jaw instead, letting him work. Healing energy coursed through Brynlé, closing the worst of her wounds, slowing the blood flow, stabilizing her breathing. Relief warred with terror inside Arie’s chest. She couldn’t lose Brynlé, they were only just starting to get close!

A deep, gravelly voice pulled her attention sharply. The City Watch commander loomed over her, eyes like flint, jaw set with grim resolve. “Tell me what happened, Spellsword,” he snapped, voice edged with barely controlled fury.

There was no pretense of courtesy or politeness—only the cold efficiency of a man whose city had been attacked.

That was fine by Arie. “Assassins. They targeted me specifically. I was recently on a mission with Lord Tynin—this is retaliation.” She reached into her armor's collar, fingers slick with blood, and pulled out her data crystal, offering it shakily. “My credentials.”

The commander’s eyes widened a fraction as he saw the title of nobility. He straightened instantly, spine snapping rigid as he nodded. “My apologies, Baroness. Please, walk me through what you saw while the Healer tends your wounds.”

Damn, that’s cold. I’m literally bleeding out, and he wants a debrief? Still, the title is good for something; he sure altered his attitude toward me real quick.

But she swallowed the anger and forced herself to focus. “I will—but my driver, Dunc. I need to know if he’s alive. Please.”

The commander’s eyes softened, if only slightly. “Understood. We’ll find him.”

Just then, the Seer called out in a ringing voice, “Clear! No enemies remain in the area. Contingent of City Watch arriving in thirty seconds—stop them at the perimeter so they don’t compromise the scene.” A shimmering line of light traced itself across the street, marking the boundary of the blast zone.

The commander turned to escort her, a Spellsword stepping up to support her trembling form. They moved together through the debris, their boots crunching over shattered stone and smoldering wood. Her spear glowed faintly in her hand, a steady reminder of her promise to make those responsible pay.

As they neared where the second Healer knelt, the Seer joined them, eyes flickering with residual magic. Dunc’s limp form was half-hidden behind wreckage, but Arie’s breath caught in her throat as she saw the Healer working furiously over him, light pulsing with every desperate movement.

Arie grimaced as she knelt near Dunc’s head, a cold knot of horror twisting in her gut. He looked far worse than Brynlé, his body battered and torn—he’d had no armor to shield him from the fury of the blast. Pieces of bloody wood and twisted metal already lay piled beside him where the Healer had pulled them free, but at least half a dozen more shards still jutted from his limbs and torso. His left arm was gone below the elbow, sheared clean by the explosion.

It was a miracle he was even alive, his blood soaking the cobblestones in dark pools. Without the Healer’s magic, he would already have slipped away.

Arie didn’t even realize she was crying as tears began cutting pale rivulets through the grime and blood streaking her cheeks. She clenched her spear, knuckles white, as if willing her strength into Dunc.

A Spellsword knelt beside her, one steadying hand on her shoulder to keep her from collapsing under the weight of exhaustion and shock. She barely registered him through the ringing in her ears and the numbing dread in her heart.

Minutes passed in a blur. The chaos around her settled into a low hum, but Arie could barely focus on anything but the slow rise and fall of Dunc’s chest. Her own ragged breaths sounded loud in her head, each one a small battle against panic.

A third Healer arrived, easing Arie down into a sitting position with gentle hands. Her blurry gaze swept the street: dozens of City Watchmen now lined the perimeter, blocking gawkers and casting hard-eyed glances at anyone who lingered. The glow of shields and conjured lights painted the devastation in stark relief, flickering over scorched stone and shattered debris. The destruction was total; the remnants of the carriage smoldered like a pyre.

The part of her mind still functioning found a grim comfort in the sight. No assassin would dare return to this scene now.

Warmth spread through her skull as the Healer laid a glowing hand on her forehead, cutting off the pain she’d been suppressing through will and grief. It felt like the world shifted back into focus; her breath came easier, her thoughts snapped into sharp clarity. Agony receded, leaving only a hollow ache and a fierce, simmering rage.

While she was treated, the Seer and Watch Commander peppered her with rapid-fire questions. She answered as best she could, pointing to the alley mouth where the attacks originated, recounting every detail she could recall. Her voice shook with fury and frustration, but she kept her answers concise.

The Seer’s face darkened as he studied the alley, disgust curling his lip. “The scene’s been scrubbed clean,” he told the Commander, voice hard. “Either Shadow Guild work or someone paid handsomely for these precautions. The ground’s been scoured physically, and a mana disruption spell has scrambled any traces—scrying this will be useless. I’ll sweep a wider area, but odds are slim they left even a hint behind.”

Arie’s gut twisted at the Seer’s words. They were right: the bastards had planned this perfectly, knowing how to slip through the cracks. But her mind, sharp and clear under Eagle’s Focus and the relief from the pain, began connecting threads. Her anti-scrying ring meant they couldn’t have tracked her magically—someone must have been watching in person, tailing her movements from Arden’s office or the Dragon Inn. The pieces fit together with an ugly precision.

She seethed, forcing herself to breathe slowly. Whoever ordered this would pay. No amount of coin or clever cover would shield them once she found their trail.

A Teleporter approached with brisk efficiency, announcing in a clipped tone that he was ready to send them to the Healer’s Guild. Relief, sharp and bright, cut through her anger.

In a series of flashes, she, Dunc, and the Healers vanished from the street, followed moments later by Brynlé and her own Healer. Arie was quickly guided—half-carried—into the Healer’s Guild treatment room, the sterile, serene halls a stark contrast to the chaos back on that street.

They settled her into a bed, offering to remove her armor, but with a thought, she sent it into her storage. The enchantment made it disappear instantly, leaving her in bloodstained underclothes.

A Cleaner swept over her body, banishing the filth and blood of the battle, but the open wounds still wept fresh blood, her flesh raw and torn.

Master Onaris arrived like a silent storm, his gaze sweeping over her with a healer’s practiced eye. He let the adept tending her continue, but laid a hand on her head, casting a Delving. The sensation of his magic probing her wounds was uncomfortable but oddly reassuring.

“So,” he said, voice calm but edged with weariness, “still collecting injuries, I see. If they stuck around, you’d have an impressive collection.”

She let out a weak chuckle, immediately regretting it as pain lanced from the wound near her kidney. She hissed through clenched teeth.

The Healer adept shot Master Onaris a fierce glare. “Don’t make her laugh—there’s still a splinter lodged in her abdomen. I’d rather not dig it out with her convulsing.”

Arie managed a shaky smirk. “Yeah, Master. Don’t make the nice man’s job harder.”

He gave her an amused smile that somehow eased her heart, just a little. “I see you’re well enough to sass me. I’ll go check on your friends now.”

That instantly snapped her fully awake, adrenaline spiking through her battered body. “Master Onaris, please—tell me how they’re doing. They were both in bad shape when we were pulled from the street.”

She tried to keep her voice steady, but desperation leaked through. She knew Brynlé would probably survive; she was a Spellsword, strong and resilient. Still, that head wound had looked bad. What if it left her friend with lasting damage? And Dunc… he’d been torn apart, and even Greymantle’s incredible healing magics might not be enough.

“Don’t worry,” Onaris said gently, his voice the calm center of a storm. “I will. For now, try to relax. I’ll return shortly once I’ve checked on them and let you know. After that, you need to rest. Both the wounds and their healing take a great toll.”

Time crawled by as her own Healer worked. Each piece of shrapnel was carefully removed, each wound painstakingly closed with shimmering magic. Flesh and muscle knitted together beneath warm, golden light. The pain was gone, but her mind kept looping through the explosion, Brynlé’s bloody form, and Dunc’s pale face.

When Master Onaris finally returned, she practically lunged upright to meet his eyes. His salt-and-pepper beard framed a kind, reassuring smile. “Your friends will live,” he told her firmly. “Adept Brynlé’s wounds responded beautifully to treatment—she should be on her feet within a day or two, with no lasting harm. Her skull was intact, and the swelling has been reduced.”

Arie nearly sagged with relief, but dread still gnawed at her. “And Dunc?” she asked, voice barely above a whisper.

Onaris sighed softly. “He was much closer to death. He lost a great deal of blood, and his left arm was too damaged to save. They brought it back, but it had been shredded too thoroughly to repair and reattach. But beyond that, he should make a full recovery in time. He’ll need several days of care here, both for physical healing and counseling to come to terms with his injury.”

Arie clenched her fists, heart twisting painfully. Dunc had almost died because of her and the enemies she had made—and now he would pay the price for the rest of his life. Fury burned hot and bright in her chest, a vow forging itself in her soul: whoever ordered this would suffer. She would hunt them, and she would make them pay.

By the time her Healer finished, the hour was deep into the night. Her wounds were sealed shut, the raw agony replaced by a blessed freedom from pain. Exhaustion weighed on her like lead.

She let her spear slip back into her storage, finally dropping her spells one by one until the magic left her veins. Weariness hit like a crashing wave, dragging her under. The Healer guided her to lie flat, and she surrendered, eyes slipping closed as darkness claimed her.

She was unconscious before her head touched the pillow.


Chapter
Thirty-Six



The next day, Master Micah visited the Healers Guild to see his people for himself and hear the story straight from their lips.

He and Arie sat on chairs in Brynlé’s room, where she was propped up in bed with fresh bandages wrapping her wounds.

Giving Arie a sympathetic look, he passed on some unwelcome news. “The entire city is stirred up over this attack. The nobles are shocked and afraid that one of their own would be targeted so brazenly. Meanwhile, the common folk are unsettled by the peace of Daggerport being shattered and furious that such an assassination attempt happened so openly. Everyone knows these things happen in the shadows—but an attack like this, in full view, is practically unprecedented.”

Arie could hardly care less about what the nobles thought, but she was confused why this attack was so unusual, so she asked.

Micah chuckled dryly. “Because usually, the assassination is successful, and the killers leave no trace behind. Or they make it look like a plausible accident. Whoever ordered the hit on you was desperate to strike while you were outside the Citadel and took their shot without the proper preparation. That alone makes me doubt the Nightblades Guild was involved. If it had been them, they’d have taken weeks or months, crafting the perfect opportunity—one that wouldn’t have gone this wrong.”

Anger surged hot in Arie’s chest. Her eyes burned as she practically snarled. “I will find them—and make them regret ever thinking of attacking me when my friends were near.”

Arie flinched. Despite her own healing, that sudden tension had caused an ache echoing from her healed wounds, reminding her that just because the wounds were gone didn’t mean she shouldn’t still take it easy for a couple of days. The body needed time to let the magical healing set and give the tissues the rest needed to recover from the stress that the injuries and repairs had both caused.

Micah gave her a thoughtful frown, shaking his head. “Unfortunately, you won’t have the chance to chase them down any time soon. As a Rank 2 Journeywoman, you aren’t allowed to leave the Citadel without special permission, and granting that permission will be highly scrutinized after this. You wouldn’t have been allowed out yesterday if it weren’t for the need to accept Lord Tynin’s reward.”

He looked saddened as he continued. “Normally, I’d find excuses to let you out, given your unusual circumstances. But after this, there will be eyes on everything you do—many would complain if you skirted the rules now. And more than that, I wouldn’t feel comfortable letting you go, knowing you’re being hunted by powerful enemies.”

Brynlé spoke for the first time, her voice raw but fierce. “It’s too dangerous right now. You need to wait until I’m healed—then we can work on this together.” The look she gave Arie was like steel.

Arie felt torn. Part of her wanted nothing more than to storm out and tear the city apart for clues. But another part of her melted at the sight of Brynlé trying to sit up despite the pain—and the quiet concern in Master Micah’s eyes. People cared about her. They wanted her safe.

More importantly, she cared about them. These people mattered to her.

For so long, she had been a vampire—frozen in a state not quite dead, but not truly alive either. She had seen the world differently, held different values. Part of the magic that created vampires ensured they would survive at all costs, and that drive had colored her thoughts and emotions. But since becoming mortal again, there was no longer a wall between her and the people in her life.

Even so, it hadn’t been until she saw Brynlé’s broken and bleeding body that she had truly understood—finally and viscerally—the difference. Life was short. Anything could happen. It was foolish to hold back for some distant future that might never come, immortal or not.

She put a gentle hand on her friend’s shoulder, urging her to lean back against the pillows. Her decision crystallized: the scene held no clues. Whoever ordered the attack had wiped the ground clean of both physical and mana traces. Her best chance lay elsewhere: working with Lord Tynin and watching for signs of their next move. After all, they were his enemies—she’d simply been caught in their net because she helped him.

A thought occurred to her then, drawn from her memories of Earth. “Master, it’s possible they might not come after me again if I stay away from Lord Tynin’s business. Where I’m from, criminal groups often attack someone not to kill them, but to ‘send a message.’ They might consider this enough revenge against me meddling in their affairs as long as I back off.”

Micah raised an eyebrow at her reference to ‘where she was from,’ but didn’t press. He nodded thoughtfully. “You could be right. The real target was Lord Tynin. You disrupted their plans by helping him recover his family. I’d suggest future dealings with the lord stay untraceable—speech stones only.”

Fire sparked in Arie’s eyes. “Not that I’m done with them—but I’ll let them think I am. I’m sure they won’t forget me. And I won’t forget them. I’ll pass my exams in record time, and then they’d better watch out.”

Micah gave her a small, approving smile. “I wouldn’t expect anything less from our newest Journeywoman. In the meantime, we’ve been going over all the evidence you brought back from the valley—and there might be something. One of the saddlebags had a shattered data crystal. If we can find a sympathetic Maker who specializes in such things, we might recover some information off the fragments.”

Arie instantly snapped to attention at the Master’s words, her body tense, heart pounding with a sudden eagerness for anything at all that could give her a concrete step toward finding those who had tried to kill her. Because they were her enemies now, no matter how she’d gotten involved or how little they cared about her personally. They had struck at her friends, nearly killed them, and left poor Dunc maimed for life. They were going to pay! Even those damned cultists would have to wait their turn; she would rank up, get out into the city, and make them wish they’d never crossed her.

Thankfully, she knew just the perfect ex-Maker who’d made a specialty of getting around enchanted security and copying data from protected crystals.

“I know exactly who to take it to. If anyone can get something off those fragments, he can!”

She wanted to jump up right then and rush back to the guild, but Micah raised a hand, motioning her to stay. “You still haven’t been released by the Healers—and that crystal has waited months. Another few hours won’t change anything. Besides, I’m not letting you out of here until one of the Masters declares you fit to resume your duties.”

Arie growled in frustration, muscles coiling as if she might rise anyway, but Brynlé squeezed her hand firmly, and she forced herself to let the tension drain away. She couldn’t risk hurting her friend, not after what she’d already suffered.

Half an hour later, Masters Onaris, Dena, and Margra Athne all entered the room, suddenly making it feel crowded and close.

Arie rose to bow deeply to the Masters, but she was surprised to see Master Micah bowing just as low, despite being of equal rank in his own guild.

Some pleasantries were exchanged until Margra Athne let out a sharp harrumph that silenced everyone. Despite her frail, elderly frame, her presence filled the room with an almost crushing weight, and every person instinctively showed deference.

“I came to see the girl,” the ancient Healer said bluntly. “Since she is here, I want to see what changes there might be.”

Everyone shuffled back to clear a path. Brynlé squeezed Arie’s hand one last time before pulling her own away, giving even the smallest bit more space.

Arie, used to the old woman’s manner—and herself older than she looked—didn’t feel the same awe the others did. Instead, she offered Margra Athne a small smile, and in return, she caught a mischievous twinkle in the old woman’s eyes.

“Let’s see what you’re hiding,” the Master Healer murmured, her tone sharp yet curious.

Arie felt a bony, surprisingly strong hand settle on her forehead, and a surge of mana swept through her with such intensity that it made the hairs on her neck stand on end. The threads of energy slithered deep, probing every cell as if searching for secrets hidden even from her own mind. The sensation was overwhelming, stretching time into an eternity—yet she knew it could only have lasted a minute or two before the mana finally withdrew.

Margra’s eyes sharpened, dark and calculating, as she processed what she had found. Without a word, she gave a small, decisive flick of her wrist, and a glowing image of Arie’s body sprang into being, floating before them like a ghostly map of her innermost self.

With all the subtlety of a hammer to the skull, Margra groused, “You’re doing it again.”

Points around her recent wounds lit up in brighter, vibrant colors. “The tissue around your injuries is showing signs of unusual energy and vitality,” she announced.

Arie’s heart seized with fear. Was she turning back into a vampire? “I’m not…” She couldn’t even finish the thought aloud; the words choked in her throat.

Margra Athne gave an exasperated snort. “Of course not. You’re still as alive as ever—if anything, you’re too alive–regenerative even. The only time I’ve seen tissue like this was on the few Elves I’ve treated. It’s like you’re becoming one of them.”

A stunned silence filled the room. Everyone except Brynlé looked completely shocked—even Arie, who should have connected the dots, was too caught up in her fear of turning back into one of the undead to see it right away.

Then Brynlé’s warm hand clasped hers again, steady and grounding. The shock gave way to a new realization: Zak had been right. The wounds from the attack had accelerated her transformation. She was already beginning to turn into one of the Raëndil. The glowing display confirmed it, highlighting the change at three percent—small but undeniable.

She let out a long, shaky sigh. “Everyone, please take a seat. There’s a lot you need to know—and Master Micah, it’s time I told you about my past. Not exactly how I had planned to have this conversation, but it looks like there isn’t much choice now.”

As the others moved to sit, she steeled herself. This would be a long conversation, and she could only hope her mentor and friends would accept her despite who—and what—she was becoming.

Her final thought before she began was clear and fierce: Whatever I’m becoming, I refuse to run. I will find the ones who did this, and they will pay.
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Just when Arie was beginning to embrace her mortality and settle into her new life, everything fell apart.

Join us in the third thrilling installment, as Arie comes to terms with the hidden truths of her own soul and track down whoever is behind the deadly attacks that almost stole everything she holds dear.

Will she fight through the shadows and take back control of her fate—before it’s too late?
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Sign up for a free short story and receive the newsletter to stay current on what’s happening with Greymantle and the other worlds of J David Baxter’s imagination.
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