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      Chapter 1: A Healer's Village
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The morning Ma taught Akilliz how to brew Calm Tea was the last morning everything felt safe.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sunlight poured across Lumara's market square, warming the frost-kissed cobblestones and making the whole village feel like it was wrapped in a soft golden blanket. Akilliz walked beside his mother through the bustling crowd, their wicker basket bumping gently against his hip. Glass vials clinked softly inside, each one filled with remedies they had brewed before dawn.
    

    
      
    

    
      At thirteen, he was all knees and elbows, sandy blonde hair sticking up in every direction. But his hands were steady when he helped her arrange the potions on their small cloth beneath the old oak tree.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Remember the order?" Elowen asked, testing him like she always did.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Feverfew Kiss for coughs, Dusk Draught for sleepless nights, Glowpetal Salve for wounds that won't close clean." He pointed to each vial as he named them. "Blue, violet, and red."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Perfect." She squeezed his shoulder, pride warming her dark green eyes. "You've got the sight for it, Aki. Most folk around here can't tell potions apart until they taste them."
    

    
      
    

    
      The villagers came as they always did. Not in a rush, but steady.
    

    
      
    

    
      Old Cobb arrived first, leaning heavy on his walking stick. His gnarled fingers were wrapped in a dirty cloth, fresh blood seeping through. "Cut m'self on the plow blade, Elly! Stupid, at my age. Got anything to help?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Of course we do. You aren't stupid, you're just stubborn." She smiled warmly and he nodded. "Let me see it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Elowen unwrapped the cloth with gentle hands, examining the wound. Deep, but clean. She dabbed Glowpetal Salve along the cut, humming softly. Three notes, rising and falling. The bleeding stopped almost immediately, the edges of the wound beginning to knit.
    

    
      
    

    
      Old Cobb whistled low. "Magic in them fingers, Elowen."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Just the herbs doing what they're meant to." She waved it off, pleased to see him well again. "Keep it wrapped clean for three days. A sack of barley when you harvest is payment enough."
    

    
      
    

    
      Next came Widow Bess, her scrawny goat in tow. The animal looked half-dead, ribs showing through patchy fur. "Won't eat. Just stands there like it's given up."
    

    
      
    

    
      Elowen knelt beside the goat, running her hands along its flanks. She glanced at Akilliz. "What would you use?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He thought hard, remembering the journal entries she'd made him copy. "Ground yarrow and... blessed thistle?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Exactly right. Thistle drives out parasites." She mixed the remedy right there, crushing dried herbs until they released their sharp scent. She hummed while they dissolved. The mixture took on a faint golden glow.
    

    
      
    

    
      The goat drank it eagerly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Three days," Elowen told Bess. "He'll be chewing through your fence by week's end."
    

    
      
    

    
      Bess pressed a still-warm loaf of bread into her hands. "Bless you, dear."
    

    
      
    

    
      By midday, their vials were nearly gone and the basket held payment in bread, cheese, dried sausage, and a small pouch of copper coins.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good work today," his mother said, pressing two coppers into his palm. "Get us something sweet, will you?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz grinned and darted to Tild's bakery cart near the town's main well. The old baker's cinnamon rolls were legendary, always glazed thick and still steaming.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Two, please," Akilliz said, sliding the coppers across.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tild wrapped them in cloth, wheezing out a laugh. "Your ma's potions saved my hide last winter, boy. These're on me. Tell her I said thanks."
    

    
      
    

    
      He brought them back triumphantly. They sat on the stone bench beneath the oak and ate in comfortable silence. The glaze was perfect, sweet and sticky, and his mother laughed when it got all over his chin.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're a mess," she said, wiping his face with her sleeve.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You've got some too!" he pointed out.
    

    
      
    

    
      She did, right at the corner of her mouth. They both laughed, and for a moment everything was simple. The market hummed around them while the oak's leaves rustled overhead. Somewhere nearby a child squealed with delight.
    

    
      
    

    
      His mother hummed that three-note tune again, soft and wandering. The herbs in the basket glowed brighter, and he felt the magic in it, small and warm as the sun on his shoulders.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aki," she said quietly, still smiling. "Remember this. Magic isn't about power. It's about care. You hum to the herbs because you want them to grow, not because you can make them. That's the difference between healing and hurting."
    

    
      
    

    
      He nodded, not fully understanding but tucking the words away like coins in a pocket.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Now come on. Your pa will want lunch, and I need to gather nettles before dusk."
    

    
      
    

    
      They walked home together, basket light and hearts lighter.
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn't know it was the last time he'd see her smile like that.
    

    
      
    

    
      Evening came with lengthening shadows.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aki," Ma called from the garden where she was bundling dried thyme. "I need feverfew and wild mint from the upper woods, past the clearing. Can you gather some before it's fully dark?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked up from where he'd been oiling the sword he and Pa had forged together last month. "Now? It's almost dusk."
    

    
      
    

    
      "The wild herbs are strongest at twilight. You know the path." She smiled, but something in her eyes looked distant. "Take your knife. And the basket."
    

    
      
    

    
      She caught his hand as he passed, squeezed it once. "Be careful, love. The mountain has old things living in it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes, Ma." He nodded before running off. She ruffled his hair as he headed away.
    

    
      
    

    
      The southern woods of Frosthelm stood silent and watchful. Akilliz knew these woods like the back of his boots. He'd walked this path a hundred times gathering herbs for Ma. But tonight the familiar trail felt different.
    

    
      
    

    
      The clearing ahead should've been empty except for wild thyme and feverfew.
    

    
      
    

    
      Instead, a crooked cottage squatted in the center like a broken tooth.
    

    
      
    

    
      The shack hadn't been there yesterday. Couldn't have been. Smoke curled from a chimney that leaned so far sideways it seemed held up by stubbornness alone. Green light pulsed from the windows, and even from twenty paces away, he could smell it. Burned sugar and rotting flowers, sweet and wrong.
    

    
      
    

    
      The forest had gone quiet. No birds. No wind. Nothing except his own breathing.
    

    
      
    

    
      T
      urn around. Go home.
    

    
      
    

    
      But there, half-buried beside the door, sat a flat stone carved with a symbol that hurt to look at. The rune twisted, folded in on itself, seemed to move when he wasn't looking straight at it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Something about it whispered valuable.
    

    
      
    

    
      He knew what he should use it for. Ma had been drinking her own cough medicine lately, and it never seemed to work the way he thought it should. Which was rare for her. Dark circles under her eyes, the weakness she tried to hide. A stone like that could probably buy even better medicine from the cities down the mountain.
    

    
      
    

    
      His feet moved before his brain caught up.
    

    
      
    

    
      The door stood open like a mouth.
    

    
      
    

    
      Inside, jars lined the walls. Things floated in murky fluid, pressing against the glass with too many fingers. Bundles of herbs hung from rafters, tied with human hair, gray and brittle. A cauldron squatted over a fire that burned purple, flames licking upward in silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      The air tasted like licking a copper coin.
    

    
      
    

    
      On a table in the center sat another rune stone, bigger than the one outside. It glowed steady and bright, and something about it made his teeth ache.
    

    
      
    

    
      D
      on't touch it. You know better.
    

    
      
    

    
      But his hand was already reaching, the stone warm and almost burning. The moment his fingers closed around it, he knew he'd made a terrible mistake.
    

    
      
    

    
      Light exploded.
    

    
      
    

    
      White and green fire raced up his arm, burning cold instead of hot, and for a horrible moment he couldn't let go. The door slammed shut behind him.
    

    
      
    

    
      In the sudden silence, he heard breathing that wasn't his own.
    

    
      
    

    
      Slow, wet, and patient.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thief."
    

    
      
    

    
      The word slithered out from the shadows near the cauldron, cold and pleased.
    

    
      
    

    
      She stood between him and the door now, though he hadn't seen her move. A hunched crone in patchwork rags that might've been velvet once. A hat of raven feathers drooped over an eye that was black as a frozen well.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was her hands that made his breath stop. The fingers bent backward at the joints, too many knuckles, too long. When she flexed them, they made soft wet popping sounds that made his toes curl.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Trespasser," she continued, voice scraping like rusted hinges. "In the domain of the Baroness of Boils and Blights, Countess of Curses Most Calamitous, Mistress of—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz lunged for the door.
    

    
      
    

    
      His hands hit wood that had turned to iron. He yanked, threw his weight against it. Nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Behind him, the witch laughed. It sounded like breaking glass wrapped in wet cloth.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Oh, the little sprout wants to run." She took a step forward. Her shadow moved strangely, stretching too far, reaching with fingers her body wasn't using. "But thieves must pay their tolls, yes? The mountain always collects the marked."
    

    
      
    

    
      Shadows peeled from the corners like snakes, coiling around his ankles. Cold sank through his boots, into his skin, and all the way to bone.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz kicked and jerked backward but the shadows only tightened.
    

    
      
    

    
      His hand found the small knife at his belt. He yanked it free and slashed wild.
    

    
      
    

    
      The blade passed through shadow like cutting smoke.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Iron doesn't bite shadow, slimy sprout!" The witch's grin widened, showing teeth that were too sharp and too many. "Nothing you have can help you now."
    

    
      
    

    
      She raised one hand. Those backward-bending fingers flexed, and darkness surged from her palm like oil spilling upward.
    

    
      
    

    
      The shadows around his legs yanked hard.
    

    
      
    

    
      He went down, head cracked against the floor, stars bursting across his vision. The knife skittered away into darkness. Blood tasted sharp where he'd bitten his cheek.
    

    
      
    

    
      The witch loomed over him, blotting out the purple firelight. Her shadow fell across his face, and where it touched, it burned cold.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Shall we begin?" She leaned close enough that he could smell her breath. Old feet and grave dirt. "I haven't cursed a child in ever so long."
    

    
      
    

    
      She began to chant.
    

    
      
    

    
      The words weren't in any language he knew, but they scraped against the inside of his skull anyway. His vision blurred. The room tilted. Something in his chest tried to pull free.
    

    
      
    

    
      N
      o. No no no—
    

    
      
    

    
      Desperate and terrified, Akilliz did the only thing he knew how to do.
    

    
      
    

    
      He hummed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Three notes. Rising and falling. The same tune Ma used when asking herbs to share their strength. His voice came out broken and thin, barely audible over the witch's chanting.
    

    
      
    

    
      But the dried herbs overhead heard it.
    

    
      
    

    
      They shivered. One bundle began to glow. Then another. The fireflies in their jar started buzzing frantically against the glass.
    

    
      
    

    
      The witch paused mid-chant. "What—"
    

    
      
    

    
      He hummed louder. Poured everything he had into those three notes, even though it felt like his chest was tearing open.
    

    
      
    

    
      The jar of fireflies cracked.
    

    
      
    

    
      They burst free in a swarm of golden light. One of the herb bundles caught fire, orange and clean.
    

    
      
    

    
      The rune stone blazed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Light poured from it. Not green this time, but white-gold, the color of sunrise on snow. It washed across the shack in a wave, and where it touched, the purple fire died. The shadows shrieked and fled.
    

    
      
    

    
      The witch screamed too.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her body sagged, rags sloughing away like wet paper. Her skin bubbled, turned gray, and started to melt. Mud welled up around her boots, climbing fast.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No!" She clawed at the air, her weird fingers bending wildly. "Not yet! I wasn't finished—"
    

    
      
    

    
      The mud closed over her chest, her throat. Her eyes found his. They were melting too, running down her face in black streams, but somehow they still saw him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Eternal footwarts, little thief." The words bubbled out wet. "May they send you into madness." The mud closed over her chin. "But that's just the beginning! The mountain marks its own, boy... It always—"
    

    
      
    

    
      She sank.
    

    
      
    

    
      The last thing visible was her too-wide and too-sharp grin, stretching further even as the mud swallowed it whole.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then she was gone.
    

    
      
    

    
      The fire died and the door creaked open on its own. Cold night air that smelled of pine and clean earth rushed inside.
    

    
      
    

    
      For a long moment Akilliz just lay there on the floor, shaking so hard his teeth chattered. He couldn't get enough air, or stop seeing those fingers bending backward in his mind.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then pain flared in his foot.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sharp and sudden, like a red-hot nail driven straight through to bone.
    

    
      
    

    
      He gasped, unlaced his boot with trembling fingers, and pulled it off.
    

    
      
    

    
      There, on the bottom of his foot, a wart had formed. Dark red, the size of a copper coin, throbbing with its own heartbeat. As he watched, tiny black veins spider-webbed outward from it, just beneath the skin.
    

    
      
    

    
      The itch started immediately. Deep and maddening.
    

    
      
    

    
      He ran.
    

    
      
    

    
      Branches whipped his face. Roots tried to trip him. His foot screamed with every step, but he didn't stop until Lumara's lights appeared below.
    

    
      
    

    
      He hit the cottage door so hard it slammed against the inside wall.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ma!"
    

    
      
    

    
      His legs gave out halfway across the threshold. Elowen dropped what she was holding and crossed the room in three strides, hands on his face, his shoulders, checking for injuries.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aki? What happened?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He tried to answer. Got as far as opening his mouth before everything came pouring out. Not words. Just gasping, hitching sounds that might've been her name.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Torin!" Her voice cracked sharp with command.
    

    
      
    

    
      Pa emerged from the back room, hammer still in one hand, soot streaking his face. He took one look at Akilliz shaking on the floor and his expression went hard.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What was it, boy? See some wolves? A bear?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Ma pulled him against her chest, one hand stroking his hair. "You're safe. You're home. Show me what hurts."
    

    
      
    

    
      He pointed at his foot with a shaking hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      She pulled off the boot carefully. Her breath caught when she saw the wart, those black veins spreading underneath. For just a moment, her face went very still. Very pale.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then she was moving again, grabbing fish-tape from the high shelf. It was a black goop that smelled like the worst parts of low tide, and she spread it thick over the wart. The itch dulled fractionally.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What happened?" she asked again, softer. "Can you tell me now?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Torin raised a knowing finger. "Bet it was wolves then."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz frowned. The words came easier when he spoke to his ma, though they still shook. The shack that appeared from nowhere. The rune stone. The witch with her backward fingers and the curse she cast, and how she'd melted into mud still grinning.
    

    
      
    

    
      When he finished, his mother was quiet for a long moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then she pulled him close and held him tight enough that he could feel her heartbeat.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Witches and their curses," she murmured finally. "Always so dramatic."
    

    
      
    

    
      But her voice sounded thin.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Will it go away?" Akilliz asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We'll draw it out slow." She pulled back enough to look at him. "You're safe now. That's what matters."
    

    
      
    

    
      But when she stood and turned away, he saw her wipe something from the corner of her eye.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Get him to bed," she told Torin quietly. "I need to check something."
    

    
      
    

    
      Pa scooped Akilliz up like he weighed nothing and tucked him under blankets. "Sleep if you can, boy. Your ma will fix this. Damn witches."
    

    
      
    

    
      He couldn't sleep. And from the main room, he heard his parents talking in voices they thought were too low to carry.
    

    
      
    

    
      "—not natural, Elowen. Shacks don't just appear—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know what it means, Torin." Ma's voice was tight. "I know."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then we need to do something—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "We do nothing. Not yet." A pause. "It's just a mark. We'll handle it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then, quieter: "How long do you think we have?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't know. Maybe weeks before it spreads. Maybe less."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And the cough? Is it—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Don't. Not yet. Let me have a few more days before we..."
    

    
      
    

    
      She didn't finish.
    

    
      
    

    
      The sound of footsteps. The back door opening, then silence. Then the distant ring of Pa's hammer from the forge. Steady and relentless. He always swung hard.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz lay in the dark, foot throbbing, and tried not to think about what 
      maybe weeks
       meant.
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn't sleep.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 2: Frostbane
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      One week passed like a slow-draining wound.
    

    
      
    

    
      The wart spread. Thin black veins crept from his sole toward his ankle, roots seeking purchase in frozen ground. Ma changed the bandage every morning, her hands gentle but her silence heavy. He watched her fingers tremble slightly when she wrapped the fresh cloth, and she never once mentioned it.
    

    
      
    

    
      The itch came in waves. Sometimes ignorable, a dull background throb he could push to the edge of his thoughts. Other times it flared so intense he had to bite his cheek to keep from tearing the bandage off and clawing until he hit bone.
    

    
      
    

    
      And Ma got worse.
    

    
      
    

    
      The cough she'd been hiding wasn't hidden anymore. It came in fits that left her breathless, gripping the edge of the table until her knuckles went white. Dark circles deepened under her eyes. She moved slower, like every step cost her something precious she couldn't afford to spend.
    

    
      
    

    
      But she still brewed and healed. She continued to smile when he got a potion right.
    

    
      
    

    
      Until she didn't.
    

    
      
    

    
      The morning started wrong.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz woke to silence. The absence of humming from the garden or the clink of glass from the brewing table. He didn't hear Ma's voice from the garden.
    

    
      
    

    
      He found Pa in the kitchen, staring at the cold hearth with his massive hands clenched into fists.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Where's Ma?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Garden." Torin's voice was rough. "She insisted on harvesting rosemary before the frost got too heavy."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz grabbed his cloak and limped outside.
    

    
      
    

    
      She was on her knees between the rosemary beds, shears slack in one hand. The basket beside her held maybe three sprigs. Her other hand was pressed to her mouth, shoulders shaking.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ma?"
    

    
      
    

    
      She looked up. Blood stained her palm.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aki." Her voice came out thin and reedy. "I just need... a moment..."
    

    
      
    

    
      Then her eyes rolled back and she folded sideways into the herbs.
    

    
      
    

    
      "MA!"
    

    
      
    

    
      He hit the ground beside her, hands hovering over her body like he could hold her together through will alone. Her skin was cold. Too cold. Her breathing came in shallow, rattling gasps.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Pa!" The scream tore out of him. "PA, HELP!"
    

    
      
    

    
      They laid her on the bed. Pa pressed a blanket over her, then another, then a third. She still shivered, her lips faintly blue.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Cupboard." Her eyes fluttered open, cloudy with fever. "White bottle. Top shelf."
    

    
      
    

    
      He was across the room before she finished speaking. His stomach dropped.
    

    
      
    

    
      Only three useless drops remained, clinging to the bottom.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's empty." He turned, holding it up. "What was in here?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Lightspire extract." Each word cost her. A wet cough. Blood flecked her palm when she pulled her hand away. "Keeps the sickness at bay. But it only grows... on Frosthelm."
    

    
      
    

    
      The room tilted.
    

    
      
    

    
      Frosthelm Mountain. Where the witch had appeared.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll go. Tell me where."
    

    
      
    

    
      "No." Pa's hand clamped down on his shoulder. "You're thirteen years old, boy. That mountain—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Look at her!" Akilliz whirled on his father. "What if she gets worse through the night?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Torin." Ma's whisper cut through everything. "Let him go." A breath. "He's the only one who can harvest it." Another breath. "You'd just crush it with those big hands."
    

    
      
    

    
      Pa's face crumpled. Akilliz only saw it for a second, but the sight nearly broke him. The forge had gone silent for the first time he could remember. No hammer ringing or heat drifting from the back room.
    

    
      
    

    
      Torin crossed to the wall and took down the sword.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You wanted a name for it." His voice was rough, grimace hidden behind the set of his jaw. "Frostbane. For the mountain you're about to climb." He pressed the hilt into his son's hands. "Use it to come home safe. Ye're old enough."
    

    
      
    

    
      Ma's fingers found his wrist. Weak grip. Fierce eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      "My journal." A breath. "Everything you need is written there." She paused. "Near Aurelia's shrine... white petals... at dusk." A wet cough. "Sing the Song of Dawn. Three pure notes. Cut clean at the base."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I will. I'll bring it back and you'll be fine—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aki." She pulled him down, pressed her lips to his forehead. Fever-hot and ice-cold at the same time. "I love you more than anything. You're my little star."
    

    
      
    

    
      The words felt like goodbye.
    

    
      
    

    
      He grabbed her journal, buckled Frostbane across his back, and ran.
    

    
      
    

    
      The southern woods swallowed him whole.
    

    
      
    

    
      Pines pressed close on either side, branches heavy with snow. Wind screamed through the trees and the wart throbbed with every step.
    

    
      
    

    
      He climbed.
    

    
      
    

    
      He'd memorized the path before leaving: straight up the main trail to the broken pine, west at the three standing stones, follow the ridge until you smell cedar. The shrine sits in a clearing, white stone, Aurelia's hands outstretched. The Lightspire Bloom grows in the rocks behind her.
    

    
      
    

    
      He passed the broken pine, its massive trunk split by lightning. Turned west. Followed the ridge as the path narrowed and the cliff dropped away on his right into shadows that swallowed light.
    

    
      
    

    
      The smell of cedar found him. Sharp and clean.
    

    
      
    

    
      Snow fell heavier as the wind picked up and his foot ached, each heartbeat sending fire up toward his ankle. Then, ahead through the whiteout, a pale stone glowed soft against the storm.
    

    
      
    

    
      Aurelia's shrine.
    

    
      
    

    
      The statue stood no taller than Pa, carved from white marble veined with quartz that caught what little light the storm allowed and gave it back tenfold. Snow had drifted against her feet, but her outstretched hands were clear. Beneath them, words chiseled in the old tongue: 
      "She who lights the peaks sees all."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stumbled forward and collapsed against the plinth. The stone was warm, radiating heat into his frozen chest.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Please," he whispered through chattering teeth. "Aurelia. I need to save her. Please let the Bloom still be here."
    

    
      
    

    
      The wind died.
    

    
      
    

    
      Just for a moment. One long enough for the storm to part and moonlight to fall across the rocks behind the shrine.
    

    
      
    

    
      There.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tucked in a crevice between two boulders, a cluster of flowers glowed like captive stars. White petals veined with gold, pulsing gently as though breathing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lightspire Bloom.
    

    
      
    

    
      A sob of relief tore out of him.
    

    
      
    

    
      He drew his knife, steadied his breathing, and sang the song of dawn. Rising, falling, rising again. Just like she taught him. His voice came out cracked from cold and fear, but the flowers heard it. They leaned toward the sound, petals brightening slightly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Cutting clean at the base, the stem separated with barely a whisper. The bloom's light pulsed once, twice, then settled into a steady glow. Wrapping it carefully in cloth, he tucked it inside his tunic, right over his heart where his body heat would keep it safe.
    

    
      
    

    
      The path down should've been easier. But snow had covered his tracks and the storm made everything look the same. Trees that had seemed familiar on the way up now loomed strange and far too similar.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was perhaps halfway down when he heard it.
    

    
      
    

    
      A low growl.
    

    
      
    

    
      He froze.
    

    
      
    

    
      A shadow detached from the whiteout ahead. Massive. Black as wet coal. Eyes the color of rotten lanterns.
    

    
      
    

    
      A wolf. But wrong. Too big. The air around it rippled with sickly yellow haze, and where its paws touched snow, the white turned gray and died.
    

    
      
    

    
      It lunged.
    

    
      
    

    
      He swung Frostbane in a desperate arc. The blade caught its shoulder, opening a gash that bled smoke instead of blood. The creature yelped and twisted away, but it didn't run.
    

    
      
    

    
      It circled.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz backed up until his shoulders hit a pine trunk. The wolf tracked him with those rotten yellow eyes, patient, reading his weakness the way a hunter reads a limp.
    

    
      
    

    
      It came again, lower this time and faster. He got Frostbane up but the impact drove him sideways, boots skidding on ice beneath the snow. The blade scored its flank. More black smoke flew into the freezing air. The wolf snarled, shook itself, and circled wider.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was learning. The next charge would come from an angle he couldn't cover.
    

    
      
    

    
      His arms were shaking and his teeth chattered. The bloom glowed against his heart and all he could think was that if he died here, Ma died too.
    

    
      
    

    
      The ground trembled.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not an earthquake. A deep thrumming that rose through his boots, into his bones. The wolf's ears flattened. It whined, high and thin, and backed away.
    

    
      
    

    
      Violet mist boiled up through the snow.
    

    
      
    

    
      The air folded open, and something stepped through.
    

    
      
    

    
      Skin like cooled lava, black and cracked, glowing faintly orange in the fissures. Horns curled back from a brow where eyes the color of fresh blood fixed on Akilliz.
    

    
      
    

    
      "D-demon," he whispered.
    

    
      
    

    
      The wolf padded to the demon's side and sat, tongue lolling, as the creature reached down and scratched behind its ears with clawed fingers.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Well, well."
       
      The demon's voice was gravel dragged across bronze. "
      The little thief returns. And what's this?"
       Red eyes flicked to Akilliz's chest, where the bloom's glow showed faintly through his tunic. "
      Lightspire Bloom. How industrious."
    

    
      
    

    
      The demon smiled, showing teeth like shattered obsidian.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I am the mountain. Keeper of secrets buried deep." He took a step closer. "And that pretty flower you carry? It won't save her."
    

    
      
    

    
      Breath returned in a rush. "You're lying."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Am I?"
       
      Its head tilted, curious. "
      The bloom will buy her days. Perhaps a week if you're lucky. But the rot in her lungs is old magic, boy. Binding and cruel. A simple mountain flower won't touch it."
    

    
      
    

    
      His brows furrowed. "No. Ma said—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Your mother is dying, child. Has been for years. The bloom merely delays. It does not cure."
       The demon crouched, bringing those terrible red eyes level with his. 
      "I can give you something better than delays. I can give you knowledge."
    

    
      
    

    
      He waved one clawed hand and the air shimmered.
    

    
      
    

    
      Images formed in the violet mist. A laboratory, golden and gleaming. An elf with silver hair working over a cauldron that burned with pure white fire. Ingredients appeared one by one, each more impossible than the last.
    

    
      
    

    
      The potion that formed glowed like bottled sunrise, pure and perfect and impossible.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This," 
      the demon whispered, "
      is what would truly save her. The cure your village herbs cannot touch."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stared at the vision, heart breaking. "I can't... I don't have those things. I don't even know where—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "No. You don't."
       The demon's smile widened. 
      "But I can give you the knowledge. Every step. Every measure. Every word of power needed to brew it."
       He extended one clawed hand. 
      "All I ask in return is a small thing. Blood for knowledge. A pact between us."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What kind of pact?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Simple. Give me your blood to seal our bargain. You gain knowledge beyond anything your mountain village could teach. And when the time comes, I will call on you for a service. One task. Nothing that would harm those you love."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What if I say no?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then you go home with your pretty flower. She drinks it, smiles, tells you how proud she is. And in the night, she dies anyway." 
      The demon's voice dropped to barely a whisper. "
      You would spend the rest of your life knowing you could have the knowledge to save her. That it existed, and you were just too afraid to take it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Tears burned hot down Akilliz's face. "That's not true! You have to be lying."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Am I?"
       A parchment materialized in the air between them. 
      "Read it yourself. Every ingredient. Every step."
    

    
      
    

    
      He took it with shaking hands. The recipe was there, written in script that seemed to shift and breathe. He recognized some herbs from Ma's journal, but twisted, elevated, combined in ways he'd never imagined. The ingredients from the vision were all listed — phoenix ash, Aurelia's light, soul-weaver root.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was real. This was the cure. And he had no way to make it.
    

    
      
    

    
      A small knife appeared in the demon's palm. Obsidian blade, handle wrapped in something that looked like bone.
    

    
      
    

    
      "One cut. Your blood on the parchment. And all the knowledge you want is yours."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz looked at the bloom glowing against his chest. Days. Maybe a week. With this power, he could find a way in time. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He thought of Ma's smile when he'd gotten the chamomile potion right. The way she'd wiped glaze from his chin in the market. Her voice saying 
      I love you
       like it might be the last time.
    

    
      
    

    
      "If I sign," he said slowly, "will I be able to save her? Really save her?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "The knowledge is true," 
      the demon said. "
      What you do with it is up to you."
    

    
      
    

    
      Not a yes or a promise. But it was close enough.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What's the task?" His hand shook. "The one you'll call me for."
    

    
      
    

    
      The demon's smile was sharp as winter. 
      "Does it matter? Would you refuse even if I told you?"
    

    
      
    

    
      No. He wouldn't. They both knew it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz pressed the blade to his thumb. Blood welled, bright and hot.
    

    
      
    

    
      He smeared it across the parchment, right under the recipe, over the blank line waiting for his name.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he knelt, clawed through snow to frozen earth, and pressed the blood-stained soil into the letters, sealing them deep.
    

    
      
    

    
      The mountain exhaled.
    

    
      
    

    
      A low, shuddering rumble that shook snow from the pines. The parchment dissolved into smoke and the demon's laughter echoed like calving glaciers.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Wise choice, mortal." 
      The demon straightened, towering over him. 
      "The knowledge is yours. Use it well."
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he was gone. Wolf and demon both, vanished into mist that dissipated on the wind.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stood alone in the snow. His thumb still bled, bright drops disappearing into white. The mountain was silent around him except for the wind. 
    

    
      
    

    
      But something was different. A warmth that had no right to be there, settled low in his heart, just beneath the bloom's light. Not painful or cold. Just present, the way a splinter is present before it festers. He pressed his hand against his sternum and felt nothing unusual.
    

    
      
    

    
      Only the steady beat of his own heart.
    

    
      
    

    
      In his mind, burning terrible and perfect, the demon's knowledge unfurled. Every ingredient. Every measure. Every impossible step.
    

    
      
    

    
      He knew now, exactly what it would take to save her. And he'd never get any of the ingredients in time. The only place those ingredients existed was Luminael. 
    

    
      Akilliz turned and sprinted down the mountain, hope and despair fighting for the same ground in his chest. Far above and behind him, something cracked.
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn't stop to look. Didn't see the hairline fracture that had appeared in Aurelia's outstretched arm, spider-webbing from wrist to shoulder.
    

    
      
    

    
      The statue's golden glow flickered once.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then died
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 3: The Price of Knowledge 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The cottage door hit the wall with a crack that made Pa jump.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I got it!" Akilliz burst through, breathless and chest heaving, snow scattering across the threshold behind him. "The Bloom — I have it!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Torin was at the hearth, sleeves rolled high, hands shaking as he tried to coax flames higher with the bellows. He spun, face haggard, eyes red-rimmed. "Thank the Nine." His voice was barely above a whisper. "She's been asking for you. Won't stop asking. Hurry, son."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz ran to the bedroom.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ma lay under a mountain of blankets, her skin the color of old parchment, lips faintly blue. Her breathing came in shallow, rattling gasps that sounded like something breaking with each exhale. But when she saw him, her eyes brightened.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aki..." The word came out as a whisper. "You came back."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Of course I did." He knelt beside the bed, pulling the Lightspire Bloom from inside his tunic. It still glowed, soft and warm, pulsing gently with its own heartbeat. "See? I got it. Just like you said. White petals, gold veins. I sang the Song of Dawn and cut clean at the base."
    

    
      
    

    
      She smiled. Weak, but genuine. "My clever boy."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm going to brew the potion now." He squeezed her hand, trying not to notice how cold her fingers were. How thin. Bird bones wrapped in paper. "You're going to be fine. I promise."
    

    
      
    

    
      Her eyes held his for a long moment. Something passed across her face — a sadness he couldn't place. But then she squeezed back, barely, and nodded. "I know you'll do your best, love."
    

    
      
    

    
      Legs shaking from the climb, he stood and crossed to the brewing table. Pa had already set out the cauldron, copper gleaming in the firelight. Spring water waited in the jug. The journal lay open to the page Ma had marked weeks ago, her careful script illuminated by candlelight.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      L
      ightspire Bloom Potion
    

    
      
    

    
      Living water from a running source: four cups exact.
    

    
      Moondew gathered beneath spring's first full moon: seven drops, no more.
    

    
      Wild thyme, fresh picked at dawn: one level handful, bruised not crushed.
    

    
      Forest honey, unheated: three slow spirals.
    

    
      One full Bloom, petals separated and added in three stages.
    

    
      
    

    
      Cauldron blessed and base brought to rolling boil while singing Aurelia's Dawn Hymn unbroken. Heat lowered to bare simmer for the space of nine sand timers. One flaw in song or measure and the light sours forever.
    

    
      
    

    
      His hands trembled as he read it. Nine timers. Perfect song. No flaws. He could do this. He had to.
    

    
      
    

    
      He scrubbed the cauldron with ash and snowmelt until his knuckles were raw, whispering the blessing Ma had taught him. A faint shimmer rose from the copper. Weaker than when she did it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Four cups of spring water, measured exactly. He poured carefully, eye level with the rim, watching the surface tremble just below the fourth etched line inside the cauldron. Seven drops of moondew from the tiny crystal vial followed, each one falling slow and iridescent, sinking like pearls through clear water. He counted them carefully. Exactly seven.
    

    
      
    

    
      Next, wild thyme from the garden. He bruised it between his palms until the sharp green scent filled the room, then scattered it across the surface — one level handful. The leaves floated, spinning slowly. Three spirals of honey followed. His hand shook on the second spiral, threatening to break the thread, but he steadied himself and let it flow in one continuous amber stream. The third spiral held true.
    

    
      
    

    
      Now the Bloom. He separated the petals with reverent care, laying them in three piles on the journal's margin. Each one glowed softly in the dim room casting gentle shadows. First pile: five petals. Second: five more. Third: all remaining.
    

    
      
    

    
      The cauldron hung low over flames he'd coaxed to roaring height. Water began to dance, bubbles rising and breaking.
    

    
      
    

    
      Now the hardest part.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Dawn Hymn.
    

    
      
    

    
      He'd sung it a hundred times with Ma. Knew every rise and fall. But never under pressure like this. Not when her life depended on getting it perfect. 
      One flaw in song or measure and the light sours forever.
    

    
      
    

    
      He closed his eyes. Thought of Ma in the garden, humming to herbs until they glowed, her hands on his when he'd brewed his first chamomile tea. He remembered the sound of her voice.
    

    
      
    

    
      M
      agic isn't about power. It's about care.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz opened his mouth and sang.
    

    
      
    

    
      The first phrase came out thin but true. The petals in the first pile began to glow brighter, responding to the sound. He scattered them into the rolling boil. The water flared gold for just a moment, then settled to pale amber. That was right. His voice steadied, finding the rhythm Ma had taught him. The hymn was more than words — it was intention, it was asking the light to stay, to help, to heal.
    

    
      
    

    
      The second pile of petals leaned toward the sound. Into the cauldron. Another flash of gold. Deeper amber now.
    

    
      
    

    
      Third phrase. Fourth. The water was turning golden, light threading through it like veins of captured sunlight. Beautiful. It was working.
    

    
      
    

    
      On the sixth phrase his throat started to burn. The climb had wrecked his voice, left it raw from cold air and fear. But he pushed through, pouring everything he had into the seventh phrase. The golden color deepened, rich and warm.
    

    
      
    

    
      Seventh phrase. Almost there. One more. Just one more—
    

    
      
    

    
      But in his mind, Taimon's voice whispered:
    

    
      
    

    
      The rot in her lungs is old magic, boy. Binding and cruel. A simple mountain flower won't touch it.
    

    
      
    

    
      What if it's not enough?
    

    
      
    

    
      His chest tightened. The ninth phrase came out strangled, wavering, doubt bleeding into every note. He threw the final pile of petals into the cauldron.
    

    
      
    

    
      The liquid flared brilliant white for one impossible heartbeat.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then the flames guttered. Just a flicker. The orange fire dimmed, and something purple-black remained in its heart like oil on water. The white collapsed to dull, lifeless gray.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No." Akilliz stared at the cauldron, hands frozen on the ladle. "No, no, come on—" He stirred frantically. The gray liquid swirled, murky and dead, smelling faintly of burned herbs and failure. It was supposed to glow. Supposed to turn pure white, radiant, and perfect. This was nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Behind him, Pa's heavy footsteps. "Aki?" Torin's voice was gentle. Careful. "Is it ready?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's not white. It's supposed to glow white. Ma said—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Bring it anyway." Pa's massive hand settled on his shoulder, warm and steady. "She needs something, boy. Even if it's not perfect."
    

    
      
    

    
      But it has to be perfect. She's dying. It has to work.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz decanted the gray liquid into a cup with shaking hands. It looked like dirty dishwater. Smelled wrong. Felt cold and lifeless against his palm. This wasn't the cure. Taimon had been right. The Bloom wasn't enough. But he had no choice and even fewer options.
    

    
      
    

    
      He carried the cup to Ma's bedside on legs that barely held him.
    

    
      
    

    
      She was awake, eyes fever-bright and distant. When she saw him approach, she tried to sit up. Pa slipped an arm behind her shoulders, lifted her gently.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ma." Akilliz knelt, bringing the cup to her lips. His hands shook so badly some of the liquid sloshed over the rim. "I brewed the potion. It's ready."
    

    
      
    

    
      She looked at the cup. At the gray liquid inside.
    

    
      
    

    
      And she smiled. Not disappointed or afraid. Just proud.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You did your best, love." Her hand found his cheek, cold and light as a falling leaf. "I'm so proud of you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Drink it." Tears burned hot down his face. "Please. Maybe it'll still work. Maybe—"
    

    
      
    

    
      She took two small sips. The liquid dribbled from the corner of her mouth and he wiped it away with trembling fingers. For a moment — just one heartbeat — her breathing seemed to ease. The blue tinge faded from her lips. Color touched her cheeks.
    

    
      
    

    
      Hope flared white-hot in his chest. It's working. It's actually—
    

    
      
    

    
      Then she coughed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wet. Rattling, and deep. Blood sprayed across the blanket in dark spatters.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No!" He grabbed her shoulders. "Ma, stay with me. The potion — maybe it just needs time to—"
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aki." Her voice was fading, growing distant. "Listen. Important." Each word cost her everything. "My journal. Private pages. Back section. Read them." Another cough, more blood staining her lips. "You were born with a debt. The bloom only bought time. I'm sorry. I'm so sorry I couldn't—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "What debt? Ma, I don't understand—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Luminael." Her eyes locked on his, desperate, urgent, trying to pour years of unsaid things into seconds. "When the mountain feels too heavy. When you need answers — go to Luminael. Find those who measure time in centuries." Her grip tightened on his wrist with surprising strength. "Promise me."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I promise." The words came out broken, sobbing. "But you're going to be fine. You have to be—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aki." She pulled him down with the last of her strength, pressed her lips to his forehead one final time. Her skin was cold. So cold. "I love you. Always. You're everything good in this world. Everything I hoped you'd be."
    

    
      
    

    
      Her hand slipped from his face and landed soft on the blanket.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her chest rose once more. A shallow, rattling breath.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then didn't rise again.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ma?"
    

    
      
    

    
      She was still. He saw the light in her eyes fade out into stillness.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ma!"
    

    
      
    

    
      A sound tore out of him that wasn't human. Wasn't words. Just raw animal grief ripped from somewhere so deep it felt like his ribs were cracking open. He thought he had more time.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then again, you always do.
    

    
      
    

    
      He pressed his face to her shoulder and screamed. Torin's arms wrapped around them both, huge and shaking, his father's sobs joining his own — wordless, broken, endless. The candles burned down to stubs. The failed potion cooled in its cup, darkening to sludge. Outside, wind mourned against the shutters, and somewhere far up the mountain a wolf howled, closer to the village than any wolf should be. Another answered. Then a third. Their voices braided together into something that sounded like laughter.
    

    
      
    

    
      Time stopped meaning anything.
    

    
      
    

    
      Pa pulled him away eventually. How much later, he couldn't say. "Come on, boy." Torin's voice was wrecked, barely more than a whisper. "Let her rest now."
    

    
      
    

    
      He let himself be led to his small room. Pa tucked a blanket over him that smelled of lavender and summer. He heard his father's boots retreat down the hall, the back door open and close, and the distant ring of hammer on anvil start up. It was steady and relentless, like his father was trying to beat the grief into something solid he could hold.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz lay in the dark, staring at the ceiling with nothing left inside him but hollow emptiness. She was gone.
    

    
      
    

    
      You were born with a debt. The bloom only bought time. Go to Luminael.
    

    
      
    

    
      The words circled through his head, meaningless sounds that wouldn't stick together into understanding. He sat up eventually, lit a candle with shaking hands, and reached for Ma's journal. He'd read the front sections a hundred times — recipes, ingredient lists, brewing notes. But there were pages in the back he'd never looked at. He flipped to them now.
    

    
      
    

    
      The handwriting changed. Looser, more urgent, words crammed tight like she'd been racing against time itself. It was as if she'd known, even years ago, that time was running out.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      A
      ki,
    

    
      
    

    
      If you're reading this, then the borrowed light has finally slipped through my fingers. Do not carry blame for what was never yours to hold. My days with you were a gift I was never meant to unwrap. Thirteen bright winters I stole from the dark, and every one shone because you were in it.
    

    
      
    

    
      You were born under a debt already paid in secret.
    

    
      
    

    
      Three days after your birth, you stopped breathing. I held you in my arms and watched the color drain from your tiny face, watched your chest go still, and I knew the gods were taking you back. You were too bright, too perfect, and too much magic in such a small body. The divine doesn't let mortals keep such gifts without payment.
    

    
      
    

    
      I made a bargain with Aurelia, goddess of light, keeper of oaths. I gave her my lifespan in exchange for yours. Every year I live is a year borrowed. Every time I use my gift to heal, she takes a little more. The stronger I became, the faster she claimed what I owed.
    

    
      
    

    
      The sickness in my lungs is the price. Magic taken is magic owed, and the interest is cruel.
    

    
      
    

    
      I would pay it a thousand times over to have held you this long.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Lightspire Bloom was only ever a candle against true dawn. It kept the night at bay a little longer.
    

    
      
    

    
      There is older magic than ours, love. Paths that wind higher than Frosthelm's peak. Songs in tongues that taste of starlight and silver leaves.
    

    
      
    

    
      When the mountain feels too heavy — and it will, Aki, I know it will — follow the light that does not come from here.
    

    
      
    

    
      Seek Luminael. The city where I was born. Where I learned the craft I taught you. They can teach you what village herbs cannot touch. They measure time in centuries, not seasons. They will know the shape of what I could only borrow.
    

    
      
    

    
      I have treasured every scraped knee. Every wilted herb you brought me proud. Every quiet morning you knelt beside me in the garden. You are already more than I dared dream.
    

    
      
    

    
      The world will try to teach you its cruelty. But remember this: Magic isn't about power, Aki. It's about care. It's about the song you sing to the herbs, the love you put into every measure.
    

    
      Live fiercely, my brave boy. Make things that endure. Make wonders I will watch from whatever shape light takes next.
    

    
      
    

    
      All my love, always,
    

    
      Ma
    

    
      
    

    
      The letter blurred through tears.
    

    
      
    

    
      She'd known. For years, she'd known she was dying. That the Bloom would only delay. She knew there was no cure and that Aurelia had already claimed her. Yet she'd sent him up that mountain anyway — not because the Bloom would save her, but because it would save him. Give him purpose and something to do instead of just watching her fade.
    

    
      
    

    
      Even knowing it was hopeless.
    

    
      
    

    
      He read the letter three more times, memorizing every word, before a phrase caught his eye and held.
    

    
      
    

    
      A
       debt.
    

    
      
    

    
      His thumb throbbed where he'd cut it on the mountain and smeared his blood across the demon's parchment. Ma had made a bargain to save his life. He'd made one to try to save hers.
    

    
      
    

    
      What had hers cost her? Everything.
    

    
      
    

    
      What would his cost him?
    

    
      
    

    
      The candle guttered, throwing wild shadows that reached like backward-bending fingers across the walls. Outside, the wolves howled again, closer than before. Akilliz clutched the letter to his chest and curled under the blanket.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ma was gone. The wart on his foot throbbed, constant and unchanging — a brand, a reminder that the mountain had claimed him too. But there would be a funeral first. The village would come. They would bury her in the garden she'd loved, among the herbs that had loved her back. After that, he would have to figure out how to keep living in a world where she didn't exist.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sleep came eventually. Shallow and broken, full of dreams where purple fire flickered in orange flames and silver-haired elves worked over cauldrons of impossible light. He dreamed about his mother's voice singing the Dawn Hymn in a language he'd never heard.
    

    
      
    

    
      When he woke, it was to Pa's hand on his shoulder and pale sunlight streaming cold through the window. "Time to say goodbye, boy." Torin's voice was hollow, his face red-rimmed and worn through. "The village wants to pay their respects."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz sat up. His body felt like it belonged to someone else. His chest was hollow and his eyes burned.
    

    
      
    

    
      Today they would bury her and tomorrow he would start learning how to live without her.
    

    
      
    

    
      Outside, the village began to gather, and the mountain watched in silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 04: Thaw
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Three days after Elowen's death, Lumara gathered under a sky the color of old iron.
    

    
      
    

    
      Snow had fallen through the night, blanketing the village in silence so thick it muffled the world. No hammer rang from Torin's forge. No children ran past the well. Even the brook lay muted beneath a thin skin of ice.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stood beside his father at the edge of the garden, staring at the grave they'd dug that morning. The earth had been frozen solid. It took both of them hours to break through, Torin's pickaxe striking the ground over and over while Akilliz shoveled, neither speaking, both bleeding from cracked hands in the cold.
    

    
      
    

    
      Now the grave waited. A simple wooden marker bore her name in Torin's rough hand: Elowen. Healer. Mother. Light.
    

    
      
    

    
      The wart on Akilliz's foot throbbed beneath its bandage, a constant itch that felt like mockery. He'd failed to save her. The Lightspire Bloom had glowed in his hands. The potion he'd tried so hard for didn't work, she'd died anyway.
    

    
      
    

    
      The villagers came slowly, trudging through snow in their worn boots and patched cloaks.
    

    
      
    

    
      Widow Bess arrived first, her scrawny goat trailing behind on a rope. She placed a still-warm loaf of bread on the grave, hands shaking. "She saved my boy from fever two winters past," Bess whispered. Her voice cracked. "I owe her everything."
    

    
      
    

    
      Old Cobb followed, bent with age, his subtle magic making the snow glow faintly where he stepped. He set a polished plowshare at the grave's foot and looked at it for a long moment. "Let the earth remember her hands," he said finally. "She saved my life."
    

    
      
    

    
      Mara came next, broad-shouldered and weeping openly. She pressed a smoked ham into Akilliz's hands and pulled him into a fierce hug. "Your ma eased my sleepless nights," she said, voice thick. "That Dusk Draught of hers. I'd still be awake, mad with exhaustion, if not for her kindness."
    

    
      
    

    
      Tild shuffled forward last, wheezing through his baker's cough. He placed a perfect roll beside the marker and looked at Akilliz with wet eyes. "She saved me too, boy. That Feverfew Kiss. You're her son, through and through. Don't you forget it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Her son.
    

    
      
    

    
      Torin stood silent through it all, shoulders slumped, one hand turning the golden Aurelia pendant he'd worn since their wedding. When the last villager departed, he finally spoke.
    

    
      
    

    
      "She's with Aurelia now, lad." His voice was rough. "That's what I tell myself. She's with the light."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz couldn't answer. His throat was too tight.
    

    
      
    

    
      They buried her as the sun set, shoveling frozen earth back into the hole until the mound rose dark against white snow. Torin worked in silence, silent tears freezing onto his beard. Akilliz's hands went numb, but he kept shoveling.
    

    
      
    

    
      When it was done, they stood there as night fell. The garden's herbs drooped under frost, lifeless without her song.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Come on, boy," Torin said finally. "Let's get inside."
    

    
      
    

    
      The cottage felt empty and lifeless without her.
    

    
      
    

    
      That night, Akilliz lay awake staring at the ceiling, Ma's journal clutched against his heart.
    

    
      
    

    
      Winter held Lumara in its grip for what felt like forever.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz turned fourteen two weeks after they buried her. The day came and went unmarked — no celebration or cake, just another morning of frozen ground and empty routine.
    

    
      
    

    
      He threw himself into the journal. Her handwriting became familiar as his own. Her notes in the margins —
       "gentle heat here,
       
      hum softer, let the thyme answer first"
       , they guided him through failures and small victories.
    

    
      
    

    
      The garden responded slowly to his care. Feverfew bloomed pale gold under his three-note tune. Sage grew fragrant and thick. He brewed simple potions, Glowpetal Salve, Dusk Draught, the Feverfew Kiss.
    

    
      
    

    
      Villagers accepted his remedies gratefully, but Widow Bess wrinkled her nose after drinking a coughing tonic. "Works fine, lad, but... well, your ma always had a sweeter touch."
    

    
      
    

    
      Even Mara, kind as ever, hesitated before swallowing her Dusk Draught. "Gets me to sleep, Aki. Just not as pleasant going down as Elowen's."
    

    
      
    

    
      It gnawed at him. He was following the recipes exactly. Why did his potions taste so bitter?
    

    
      
    

    
      Then, one evening, he found it tucked in the back of the journal as a loose page, nearly falling out, written in Ma's careful hand:
    

    
      
    

    
      Ma's Sweet Wine
    

    
      
    

    
      Four cups spring water
    

    
      One cup honey
    

    
      Half cup elderflower
    

    
      Simmer till gold, hum the Blessing Song
    

    
      This is what makes medicine easier to swallow.
    

    
      Magic works better when it tastes like home.
    

    
      
    

    
      His hands shook holding the page.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her sweet wine base. The foundation she'd used for nearly everything. And he'd been skipping it, brewing with plain water because using her recipe felt too hard. Too much like she was still here, guiding his hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      He set the page down and stared at the hearth for a long time.
    

    
      
    

    
      Spring came slowly, as if the mountain itself mourned.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz was fifteen now, taller, voice deeper, his shoulders beginning to broaden from hauling wood and helping at the forge. He worked beside his father most days, the rhythm of hammer on steel a comfort that required no words.
    

    
      
    

    
      But the journal consumed his nights.
    

    
      
    

    
      He tried the sweet wine base.
    

    
      
    

    
      The first batch felt like betrayal. It was her recipe and method, except he made it without her there to smile when he got it right. He measured the spring water exact, added honey in slow spirals, dropped elderflower petals in one by one. When he hummed the Blessing Song, his voice cracked halfway through.
    

    
      
    

    
      The liquid turned pale gold anyway.
    

    
      
    

    
      He added it to a simple Feverfew Kiss and brought it to Tild, who'd been coughing again.
    

    
      
    

    
      The baker drank it down and paused. His eyes went wet. "That's it, boy. That's your ma's touch. Tastes like... like she's still watching over us."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz left quickly, before the tears could come.
    

    
      
    

    
      But he kept brewing. Every potion now carried that base, the sweet wine that made medicine easier to swallow.
    

    
      
    

    
      And it hurt every single time.
    

    
      
    

    
      Summer burned hot and bright.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz turned sixteen in the garden, kneeling among the thyme and feverfew while his father worked the forge nearby. No celebration needed. Just a quiet acknowledgment that another year had passed without her.
    

    
      
    

    
      He'd mastered the journal now. Every recipe lived in his hands. Glowpetal Salve never scorched. Cinder Tonic warmed without burning. Storm Salve soothed the worst burns in hours.
    

    
      
    

    
      Word spread. He traded potions for coin, for goods, for anything useful. A deep green cloak with a silver stag clasp. Sturdy boots that laced tight and fit like they'd been made for him. Glass vials etched with vines. A proper mortar and pestle.
    

    
      
    

    
      His reputation grew.
    

    
      
    

    
      This isn't enough.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ma's letter repeated in his mind: 
      Seek Luminael. They can teach you what village herbs cannot touch.
    

    
      
    

    
      He needed more. The elves held knowledge that could've saved her, knowledge that could save others. Every day in Lumara felt like wasting time.
    

    
      
    

    
      One evening, he mentioned it to his father casually, testing. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ma said the elves have real alchemists who—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Hand me those tongs, boy."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz handed them over and tried again the next day.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The elves know techniques that could—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Bellows need pumping. Get to it."
    

    
      
    

    
      It went on like that for weeks. Akilliz dropping hints. Pa changing the subject, keeping him busy, finding reasons to avoid the conversation.
    

    
      
    

    
      Late summer brought the breaking point.
    

    
      
    

    
      They were working on a broadsword for a merchant, the forge roaring with heat that turned the air thick and suffocating. Akilliz pumped the bellows, arms aching, sweat soaking through his tunic. He'd eaten nothing but bread since dawn, and his head swam with hunger and heat.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Hold the rhythm!" Torin barked.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz's hands slipped. The bellows stuttered.
    

    
      
    

    
      A tongue of flame lashed out and caught his forearm. He shouted, jerked back. A blister swelled angry and red on his skin.
    

    
      
    

    
      He kicked the anvil stand hard enough to make it ring. "I'm done, Pa!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he stormed into the cottage and slammed the door so hard the stew pot rattled on its hook.
    

    
      
    

    
      Torin followed immediately, boots heavy on the floorboards. "What in the Nine is this about?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz whirled on him. "I need to go to Luminael!"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're not going anywhere!" Torin's voice thundered through the cottage. "You're sixteen years old! A boy! You think the elves will just welcome you? You think the road south is safe? It's crawling with bandits and worse! The Mistwood alone—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't care!" Akilliz shouted back. "I can't stay here! Every sick person reminds me I failed her! Every potion I brew is nothing compared to what the elves know! I'm wasting time, Pa! I need to learn. I need—"
    

    
      
    

    
      His voice cracked. Tears burned hot down his face.
    

    
      
    

    
      "She died because I wasn't good enough. And I'm still not good enough. But maybe the elves can teach me to be."
    

    
      
    

    
      Torin stood frozen, his face working through a storm of anger, fear, and grief all battling for control.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then his shoulders sagged.
    

    
      
    

    
      He sank into a chair, suddenly looking older than Akilliz had ever seen him. When he spoke, his voice was barely a whisper.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I can't lose you too, Aki."
    

    
      
    

    
      The words hit hard.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I lost her," Torin continued, staring at his hands. "I wake up every morning and she's not there. The cottage is too quiet, garden's too empty. I've got you, and that's all that keeps me going. If you walk into those woods and don't come back..." His voice broke. "I'll have nothing left."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz felt his anger drain away, replaced by something heavier.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Pa—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know you need to go." Torin looked up, eyes red and wet. "Your ma wanted it. That letter — she told you to seek Luminael. She knew you'd need more than this village could give." He dragged a hand across his face. "But I've been keeping you here out of fear. Selfish, cowardly. I just... I needed more time."
    

    
      
    

    
      The silence stretched between them, thick with everything unsaid.
    

    
      
    

    
      Finally, Torin spoke again. "Wait till spring."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Spring?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye. Roads thaw. Travel's safer. And it gives you time to get stronger." His voice steadied, finding familiar ground in practical concerns. "Master every recipe in that journal. Build up supplies. Put on more muscle. You're tall now, but you need weight behind that sword I saw you swinging at night."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz blinked. "You knew?"
    

    
      
    

    
      A ghost of a smile crossed Torin's face. "I'm your pa, boy. I know everything." The smile faded. "Spring. That gives us both time to prepare."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll wait," Akilliz said. "Till spring. I promise."
    

    
      
    

    
      Torin nodded once, then pulled his son into a crushing embrace. They stood there in the cottage, both hiding tears, while outside the forge fire burned down to embers.
    

    
      
    

    
      Autumn painted the mountains in gold and red.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz attacked his preparation with obsession. He brewed every potion in the journal twice, three times, until he could do them in his sleep; Glowpetal Salve, Cinder Tonic, Storm Balm, Feverfew Kiss, all with Ma's sweet wine base.
    

    
      
    

    
      He traded for final supplies. Spare vials. A waxed cloth for wrapping the journal. Dried herbs to supplement what he'd find on the road.
    

    
      
    

    
      And every night behind the forge he trained with Frostbane.
    

    
      
    

    
      The blade felt lighter now, or maybe he'd just gotten stronger. His strokes were clean and controlled. The practice dummy stood in tatters, barely holding together.
    

    
      
    

    
      One evening, Torin came out to watch. He observed in silence for several minutes, then stepped forward.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your stance is better. But you're still swinging like you're splitting wood." He adjusted Akilliz's grip, kicked his feet wider. "Combat's different. You need to be able to move. Flow with it."
    

    
      
    

    
      They sparred slowly, Torin using a practice blade to show him footwork, angles, how to recover from a bad swing. It became routine, after dinner they'd work together in the moonlight, father teaching son the brutal practicality of staying alive.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm not good at this," Torin admitted one night. "I'm a smith, not a soldier. But I'll teach you what I know. It might keep you breathing long enough to run when you need to."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz's body changed. Shoulders broadened, arms corded with lean muscle. The boy's softness burned away, replaced by the hard edges of someone preparing for a dangerous road.
    

    
      
    

    
      Winter came hard and cold.
    

    
      
    

    
      One evening, the forge banked low and stew simmering on the hook, Akilliz sat across from his father at the worn table.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Pa." His voice had fully settled into its deeper register now. "I've mastered the journal. Got supplies ready. The sword — I'm better. Not great, but better."
    

    
      
    

    
      Torin nodded slowly, fingers wrapped around his mug. "I know. I've watched you prepare." He looked up, meeting his son's eyes. "You're ready. More than ready."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll send word back," Akilliz promised. "First chance I get. And I will come home, Pa. This isn't forever."
    

    
      
    

    
      "The Mistwood," Torin said quietly. "They say it changes people. That it takes things from you. Memories, pieces of yourself. Your ma warned me about it. Said the mist doesn't just hide the path. It tests you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll be careful."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And the elves..." Torin's jaw worked. "They're proud, Aki. Ancient. They don't think much of humans, especially not young ones showing up asking for knowledge. Your ma had to prove herself before they'd teach her anything."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know. I'm ready for that too."
    

    
      
    

    
      Torin studied him for a long moment, then reached inside his tunic and pulled out a small object. A hammer charm, freshly forged. Its head bore a rune that flickered pale blue in the firelight, the same protective mark Torin carved into every blade he made.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Forged this last night," he said, pressing it into Akilliz's palm. "Wear it. And when the road gets hard — and it will, son — you touch this and remember there's a home waiting for you. A father who loves you."
    

    
      
    

    
      He clasped the charm tight. "Thank you, Pa."
    

    
      
    

    
      They sat in silence after that, neither willing to break the moment, both knowing that spring was coming whether they were ready or not.
    

    
      
    

    
      The final weeks passed in a strange suspension between anticipation and dread.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz made his rounds through the village, delivering final potions and accepting payment in goods and blessings. Widow Bess gave him a lumpy scarf she'd knitted. "For the cold nights, love. And don't you go trustin' them elves too quick. Legend tells, they can hear your thoughts."
    

    
      
    

    
      She smiled and patted his head before he moved on.
    

    
      
    

    
      Mara pressed smoked sausages into his pack with wet eyes. "Come back to us, Aki. Your ma would want you safe."
    

    
      
    

    
      Old Cobb clasped his shoulder with a gnarled hand. "You've got her gift, boy. Don't let the world take it from you."
    

    
      
    

    
      Tild wheezed a laugh and slapped his back. "Bring me back a story, sprout. A good one."
    

    
      
    

    
      Three days before his planned departure, Akilliz woke before dawn and dressed quietly. He left a note for his father and slipped out into the early morning cold.
    

    
      
    

    
      The path up Frosthelm was familiar now. He'd run it dozens of times over the past two years, building his lungs and his legs. Today he climbed with purpose.
    

    
      
    

    
      Aurelia's shrine stood as always, her stone hands reaching toward the peaks. The crack in her arm had spread further, spider-webbing from shoulder to elbow — a scar of the pact he'd made.
    

    
      
    

    
      He knelt before her, breath misting in the thin air.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm leaving," he said to the silent stone. "Going to Luminael like Ma wanted. Like you wanted, maybe. I don't know if you're listening. Don't know if you care. But... thank you. For the time we had with her. Even if it wasn't enough."
    

    
      
    

    
      The wind screamed through the peaks, offering no answer.
    

    
      
    

    
      He waited until dusk began to fall, the sky turning purple and gold. Then, in the familiar crevice behind the shrine, it began to glow.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Lightspire Bloom.
    

    
      
    

    
      It unfurled slowly, petals glowing soft white like captured starlight. Perfect. Untouched.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz's hands shook as he drew his harvesting knife. He hummed the Song of Dawn and cut the stem clean at the base.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Bloom pulsed once in his palm, then settled into a steady gentle glow.
    

    
      
    

    
      "For the road," he whispered. "For whatever's waiting."
    

    
      
    

    
      He wrapped it carefully in waxed cloth and tucked it deep in his pack, cushioned by dried herbs.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he descended the mountain one last time, the shrine fading into shadow behind him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Spring came like a promise finally kept.
    

    
      
    

    
      Snow melted overnight. The brook roared with runoff. Green shoots exploded through the garden's thawing earth, and the air smelled of pine sap.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz woke in the morning and dressed in silence. The sturdy boots were laced up tight. The deep green cloak settled across his shoulders, silver stag clasp catching the early light. He carefully strapped Frostbane across his back, it was lighter than it had felt two years ago.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ma's journal and spare vials went into the pack first, wrapped in waterproof cloth. Then his own vials, each one carefully padded, already filled with remedies brewed from her notebook. The Lightspire Bloom, still glowing faintly, nested safe at the bottom.
    

    
      
    

    
      Pa was already awake, standing by the hearth with two bowls of porridge on the table.
    

    
      
    

    
      They ate in silence, the way they'd shared a thousand meals before. But this one tasted different. It made his heart race.
    

    
      
    

    
      When the bowls were empty, Torin walked him to the door.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You've got everything?" His voice was steady, but his hands weren't.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Everything."
    

    
      
    

    
      "The Bloom?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Found one three days ago. It's safe."
    

    
      
    

    
      His eyes glistened. "She'd be proud of you. Going prepared. Thinking ahead." He gripped Akilliz's shoulders hard. "Send word when you can. And come back to me, boy. However long it takes. Come back."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I will, Pa. I swear it."
    

    
      
    

    
      One last embrace. His father's arms like iron, holding on just a breath too long before letting go.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then Akilliz stepped into the garden.
    

    
      
    

    
      The herbs glowed soft in the dawn light, feverfew reaching toward the sun, sage releasing its sharp scent into the morning air. For a moment, he could almost hear Ma's humming carried on the breeze. The tune that made everything grow.
    

    
      
    

    
      He touched the hammer charm once.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then turned south.
    

    
      
    

    
      The path wound down the mountain, Lumara fading behind him into pine shadows. The forge's distant clang grew fainter with each step until even that was gone.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ahead, the world opened wide.
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn't look back.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 05: The Road South
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      By midday, the trail had flattened into rolling foothills. Lumara was long gone behind him, hidden by the mountain's bulk. The world felt bigger out here — sky wider, horizon stretching south toward lands he'd only heard about in stories.
    

    
      
    

    
      The wart on his foot gave an occasional throb, a petty reminder of the mountain and its mark. But the pain was dull now, nearly ignorable.
    

    
      
    

    
      Nearly.
    

    
      
    

    
      The sun climbed higher. Sweat dampened his tunic beneath the cloak. He stopped at a stream to refill his waterskin, splashing cool water on his face. The world felt strangely quiet out here. Just wind through trees, distant bird calls, the burble of water over stones.
    

    
      
    

    
      He kept expecting to hear Pa calling him to the bellows.
    

    
      
    

    
      Just silence and nature.
    

    
      
    

    
      He pushed on through the afternoon, eating dried meat and bread as he walked. The trail began to descend, winding through dense forest where the pines grew so thick they blocked the sun. Shadows pooled between the trunks and the temperature dropped.
    

    
      
    

    
      By evening, storm clouds had gathered. Heavy and purple, pressing down on the world.
    

    
      
    

    
      The first drops hit fat and cold.
    

    
      
    

    
      Within minutes the drizzle turned to a downpour.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rain hammered through the canopy, soaking his cloak, plastering his hair to his skull. The trail became a river of mud that sucked at his boots with every step. He yanked his left foot free from a particularly deep puddle and felt the boot slip off entirely. Swallowed with a wet gulp by the hungry earth.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Dammit!" He plunged his hand into the muck, fishing blindly. His fingers found nothing but cold slime and frustration.
    

    
      
    

    
      The boot was gone.
    

    
      
    

    
      The wart on his bare foot throbbed vicious in the cold mud. Rain stung his face like needles. His sock squelched miserably with every step.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I hate the rain!" he screamed, limping forward with one boot on, one foot bare and freezing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Night fell fast and black. The downpour showed no mercy. Akilliz shivered hard, teeth chattering, vision blurring. Every breath came out as a cloud of mist.
    

    
      
    

    
      He needed shelter. Anything dry.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ahead, through the torrent, a shape loomed off the trail. A cart pulled beneath thicker trees, its patched tarp shedding water in steady streams. A mule huddled miserable beneath the covering. Trinkets glinted dimly in the rain, brass rings catching what little light remained, bent spoons and fishing hooks dangling like bait from the cart's sides.
    

    
      
    

    
      A woman perched atop the seat, silver-haired and sharp-eyed despite the gloom. She puffed a pipe that glowed orange against the darkness. When she spotted him limping closer, she waved him over with a crooked grin.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Come on in outta that mess, young'un!" Her voice was hill-country rough, thick with drawl. "Ain't no sense drownin' like a fool rat."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz hobbled closer, water streaming off his nose and chin. Up close, she looked wiry and tough as an old root, her face lined like weathered leather. Blue eyes twinkled sly under a floppy hat that somehow stayed dry.
    

    
      
    

    
      She took a pull on her pipe. Smoke curled lazy despite the rain. "Name's Melinda," she rasped. "You can call me Gail, but Mel's fine too. Trader o' this an' that." She looked him up and down, taking in the soaked cloak, the missing boot, the pathetic sock. "Boy, ye look like ye wrestled a river an' lost bad. What brings a half-shod sprout sloppin' through this mess?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He wiped rain from his eyes and managed a wry smile despite the misery. "Name's Akilliz. Headed south to Luminael to learn proper alchemy. Lost my boot to a puddle back a ways." He gestured at his bare foot. "Got coin or herbs to trade if you've got something dry."
    

    
      
    

    
      She cackled low, smoke puffing out with the laugh. "Coin's borin', an' herbs I forage plenty from my fishin' spots. But I reckon I'll trade ye for some wits, bub. Solve this riddle, an' them boots hangin' there're yours." She nodded at a pair dangling from the cart's side. Sturdy brown leather stitched with green thread.
    

    
      
    

    
      His stomach sank. Riddles tangled his tongue worse than wet rope. But hobbling barefoot to the elves? No chance.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fine," he said, squaring up as best he could with one sock flapping. "Go ahead."
    

    
      
    

    
      Mel leaned forward, silver braid swinging under her hat, eyes glinting with challenge in the pipe's glow. "I speak without a mouth an' hear without ears. I'm caught but never held. What am I?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He paced in the mud, sock squelching. Mind churned while rain drummed the tarp overhead.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Wind?" he tried. "Wind whistles, but... no, it doesn't hear."
    

    
      
    

    
      Mel cackled soft. "Close enough to feel the breeze, but no cigar, bub."
    

    
      
    

    
      He frowned deeper, glancing at her cart. Hooks caught faint light. Pipe smoke drifted and bounced back from the tarp. "Smoke speaks with crackle, hears the fire..." He shook his head. "No, smoke doesn't hear."
    

    
      
    

    
      Another cackle. Pipe puff. "Ye're warmin', but ye can hold smoke in the lungs for a spell. Try again."
    

    
      
    

    
      Frustration built. The wart burned colder. "River? It babbles, hears... no, rivers don't hear echoes proper."
    

    
      
    

    
      Mel tapped ash from her pipe, grin widening. "Ye're circlin' the pond, sprout. Think on what bounces back what ye give it."
    

    
      
    

    
      He stopped pacing. Rain had eased slightly. Pipe smoke had echoed faint off the tarp earlier. Rain itself echoed through the pines.
    

    
      
    

    
      "An echo," he said finally, heart thumping relief. "It speaks what you say back, hears nothing on its own, and you catch it but never hold it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence stretched. Rain drummed steadily. Then she slapped her knee hard and laughed deep and raspy. "Sharp as a fish hook! Aye, an echo it is. Ye earned 'em fair and square."
    

    
      
    

    
      She unhooked the boots and tossed them over. He caught them. Leather smooth and sturdy, lined with soft wool. He slid them on. Perfect fit. They warmed his feet instantly against the chill.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thanks, Mel. You're a wonder." He flexed his toes gratefully. "By chance, you know the way to Luminael? Not sure of the exact trail, and I don't fancy losing more boots getting lost."
    

    
      
    

    
      Her smile tightened thoughtfully, eyes narrowing as she took another pull on her pipe. "Been there once, long ago. Golden spires, prickly folk. Good luck crackin' their secrets, sunshine. They don't cotton to muddy boots, even fine ones like them." She gestured vaguely south. "Keep this trail till ye hit the Mistwood, then south some more. Can't miss it. Fog thick as gravy, trees tall as mountains. Just... don't trust what ye see in there. The mist plays tricks."
    

    
      
    

    
      She rummaged in the cart's clutter and pulled out a small vial of yellow liquid that shimmered like caught sunlight. Alongside it, a hook carved like a leaping fish — silver with faint etchings that looked like ripples on water.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Here. Sunroot oil in this vial. Rub it on yer hands, warms ye right up, chases the chill like a good fire. An' this hook?" She pressed it into his palm. "Hang it on that line someday. Brings the big 'uns in, the ones that fight back just enough to make the catch worth it."
    

    
      
    

    
      He took the gifts. The oil carried a sharp citrus tang that cut through the rain's damp bite. The hook felt cool and solid, its curve seeming to hold stories of its own. "Appreciate it. Looks like it would snag a monster."
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda puffed her pipe, orange glow flickering across her face. "Oh, aye. Love me some fishing now that I'm creakin' along. Used to hunt too. Pa taught me young — tough old coot from Nintucky way, runnin' secret potions back when folks had to scrape for every drop." She chuckled low. "Grew up with six brothers and seven sisters crammed in a shack, but we made do, laughin' through the lean times. Stubborn runs in the blood."
    

    
      
    

    
      She paused, eyes softening on him. "Enough about me, youngin'. You remind me of my own grandkid, all knees and fire, chasin' what burns bright inside. Keep that spark, hear? Don't let the rain douse it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Warmth spread through him, beyond the oil he dabbed on his hands. Her words landed like one of Ma's quiet lessons. Simple but sticking.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Will do," he said, voice steady despite the knot in his throat. "And I appreciate your kind words. Hope to see you again sometime."
    

    
      
    

    
      She flicked the reins. The cart creaked back into motion, wheels churning mud slow. "Ye too, sprout. Catch yerself a big one."
    

    
      
    

    
      Her laugh drifted back and faded into the rain.
    

    
      
    

    
      The rain eased to a drizzle by dawn.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz woke beneath the pine where he'd found shelter, his new boots still snug and dry despite everything. The Sunroot oil had kept him warm through the night — just a splash on his hands and the heat spread through his whole body like sitting close to a good fire. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He ate more dried meat and bread, refilled his waterskin at a stream, and pushed south.
    

    
      
    

    
      The trail wound through farmland now, the dense forest giving way to rolling fields of wheat and barley that rippled gold in the morning sun. Scattered homesteads dotted the landscape, smoke rising lazily from their chimneys. He passed farmers working their land, received cautious nods and kept moving.
    

    
      
    

    
      The road itself improved. No longer the muddy mountain track, it widened to packed dirt worn smooth by cart wheels and countless feet. Other travelers appeared — a tinker with his wagon of pots, a pair of monks in gray robes, a family heading north with all their belongings piled high.
    

    
      
    

    
      Each one made the world feel less lonely. Less like he was walking off the edge of the map into nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      By afternoon, clouds had gathered again. Not the violent purple of yesterday's storm, but soft gray that promised gentle rain. The first drops came light and cool, barely more than mist. He pulled his hood up and kept walking.
    

    
      
    

    
      The farmland began to cluster tighter as evening approached. Houses appeared more frequently. Fields gave way to pastures, pastures to orchards. The trail became a proper road, and he could see lights far ahead — the warm glow of a village settling in for the night.
    

    
      
    

    
      Relief washed through him. A bed. Hot food. Maybe a bath to wash off two days of mud and rain.
    

    
      
    

    
      The road crested a hill, and there it was. A village nestled in the valley below, smoke rising from chimneys, lanterns flickering in windows. He started down as the sun touched the horizon, boots crunching on the gravel path.
    

    
      
    

    
      That's when he heard it.
    

    
      
    

    
      A shout. Cut off short.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then the unmistakable ring of steel on steel.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz froze, hand moving instinctively to Frostbane's hilt. The sounds came from just ahead, around a bend in the road where trees clustered thick beside an old stone bridge.
    

    
      
    

    
      Another shout. A cry of pain.
    

    
      
    

    
      This isn't your fight. Walk away
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      But his feet carried him forward anyway, around the bend, toward the sounds of fighting.
    

    
      
    

    
      Three men surrounded a fourth. A merchant by the look of him, now sprawled in the dirt clutching a bleeding arm. His cart lay overturned beside the bridge, goods scattered across the road. A horse screamed and bolted into the trees, reins snapping.
    

    
      
    

    
      The three attackers were bandits. Rough-looking men with mismatched weapons and cruel grins. One held a bloodied sword. Another twirled a club. The third was rifling through the merchant's belongings, tossing aside anything that wasn't coin.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Please," the merchant gasped. Blood soaked his sleeve. "Take it all. Just let me live."
    

    
      
    

    
      The one with the sword laughed. A sound like breaking glass. "Oh, we're takin' it all, fat man. Question is whether we leave you breathin' or not." He raised the blade. "And I'm thinkin'... not."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz drew Frostbane.
    

    
      
    

    
      The blade whispered free of its sheath, the sound cutting through the evening air like a promise.
    

    
      
    

    
      All three bandits turned. The leader looked him up and down — the young face, the worn cloak, the hands gripping the sword's hilt.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he laughed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Well, well. Look what we got here, boys. A hero." He gestured with his sword, casual and mocking. "You lost, kid? Village is that way. Run along before you get hurt."
    

    
      
    

    
      The other two laughed with him, spreading out to flank. The one with the club cracked his knuckles. The looter drew a long knife.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz's heart hammered in his ears. His mouth went dry and every instinct screamed at him to run. Instead, he planted his feet the way Pa had taught him. Lowered his center of gravity and held the blade steady.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Let him go," Akilliz said. "Take the goods and leave. No one else needs to get hurt."
    

    
      
    

    
      The leader's grin widened. "Or what, boy?" He took a step forward. "I've killed men twice your size. You think that pretty sword makes you dangerous?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He moved faster than Akilliz expected. The blade came in high, a killing stroke aimed at his neck.
    

    
      
    

    
      But his father's training kicked in.
    

    
      
    

    
      F
      low with it. Don't freeze. Move.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stepped aside, brought Frostbane up to parry. Steel rang on steel. The impact jolted up his arms, nearly tore the sword from his grip.
    

    
      
    

    
      The leader's eyes narrowed. "Got some training, do you?" His grin turned predatory. "This might be fun after all."
    

    
      
    

    
      The club-wielder rushed in from the left. Akilliz spun, blade coming around in a wild arc that forced the man back. But the movement left him open.
    

    
      
    

    
      The club caught him in the shoulder. His arm went numb. Frostbane dipped.
    

    
      
    

    
      He rolled away from a sword stroke that would've split his skull and came up swinging. Frostbane bit into the club-wielder's shoulder — not deep, but enough to draw blood and earn a howl of pain.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Little bastard's got teeth!" the leader snarled. "Take him down! Now!"
    

    
      
    

    
      They came at him together. Three on one. Akilliz fought the way he'd been taught — short controlled strokes, always moving, never staying in one place. He managed to parry two strikes, dodge a third. But he was tiring fast. His breath came in shaky gasps. His arms burned.
    

    
      
    

    
      A sword got through his guard and sliced across his forearm. Hot blood soaked his sleeve. The pain was white-hot and sharp.
    

    
      
    

    
      The knife-wielder swept his legs. He went down hard, blade flying from his grip to clatter on the stone path.
    

    
      
    

    
      The leader stood over him, sword raised for a final blow. "Not so heroic now, are you?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The ground exploded.
    

    
      
    

    
      Earth erupted beneath the bandits' feet, turning solid ground to churning mud in an instant. All three men sank waist-deep with shouts of alarm, flailing as the earth sucked at them like quicksand.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What the devil!"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Get it off! Get it off me!"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I can't move!"
    

    
      
    

    
      A voice cut through their panic, calm and commanding. "I'd stop struggling if I were you. Makes it worse."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz looked up, vision swimming.
    

    
      
    

    
      A wagon had appeared on the road. Two horses stood calm in their traces, unbothered by the chaos. A man sat at the reins, middle-aged and weathered, wearing simple brown robes marked with a silver mist wrapped around a crown. The man's hands still glowed faint green from the magic he'd just used.
    

    
      
    

    
      Beside him sat a younger companion, maybe twenty, with a crossbow trained casually on the trapped bandits.
    

    
      
    

    
      The older man looked down at Akilliz with kind but knowing eyes. Brown eyes that had seen too much, crow's feet at the corners suggesting he smiled more than he frowned.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Brave child," he said. "Foolish, but brave." He gestured with one still-glowing hand. "Come on now. Let's get you patched up before you bleed all over my cart."
    

    
      
    

    
      The younger man hopped down and hauled him upright. The world tilted. His arm dripped steady onto the road.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thank you," Akilliz managed. "I thought... they were going to..."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Kill you?" The older man climbed down with practiced ease. "Oh, they absolutely were. You held your own for about thirty seconds against three experienced fighters. That's actually impressive for someone your age." He looked Akilliz up and down. "Sixteen? Seventeen?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sixteen."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And where did you learn to use that sword?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "My father. He's a blacksmith. Taught me the basics."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Well, those basics just saved your life long enough for me to arrive." The man moved to the trapped bandits, who had stopped struggling. "You three. I'm going to let you out. You're going to help that merchant to the village, and then you're going to leave this region. Understood?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The leader spat. "Or what, priest?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The earth around his chest tightened. The man gasped.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Or I bury you here and let the crows sort it out." The priest's voice stayed calm and gentle. His eyes had gone cold. "I am Aldric and I  serve Arzone, King of the Gods. Are we understood?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The bandit nodded frantically.
    

    
      
    

    
      The priest's hands glowed green again. The earth released with a wet sucking sound. The three men scrambled out, covered in mud, weapons abandoned, stumbling over each other in their haste.
    

    
      
    

    
      The merchant struggled upright with help, clutching his wounded arm. "Thank you, thank you—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Get that arm seen to before it festers," the priest said. Then he turned back to Akilliz, who was swaying on his feet. "Sit. Before you fall."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz sat, hard. The road felt solid beneath him but his mind was still spinning.
    

    
      
    

    
      Aldric knelt beside him and examined the arm wound with practiced efficiency. "Clean slice. Missed the bone. You'll need stitches, but you'll keep the arm." He pulled supplies from a pack on the wagon. Clean cloth, needle and thread, a small vial of something that smelled sharp and medicinal.
    

    
      
    

    
      His companion brought water and more bandages without a word.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This is going to hurt," the priest warned.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know."
    

    
      
    

    
      He cleaned the wound first. Akilliz gritted his teeth, vision going white at the edges. Then came the stitches. He counted them to stay conscious. Seventeen. Each one a bright burst of agony.
    

    
      
    

    
      When it was done, the priest wrapped the arm in clean bandages and sat back. "There. You'll live. Though next time, maybe reconsider fighting three armed bandits alone."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz managed a weak laugh. "Noted."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What's your name, my child?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Akilliz. From Lumara, up north."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Lumara?" His eyebrows rose. "That's three days' walk. You're a long way from home."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Heading to Luminael. To study with the elves."
    

    
      
    

    
      Something shifted in Aldric’s expression. Surprise, maybe. Or respect. "Luminael. Through the Mistwood." He studied Akilliz more carefully. "That's ambitious. What makes a young man think the elves will teach him anything?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz touched the pack beside him. "My mother trained there years ago. She died and left me her journal. Told me to go."
    

    
      
    

    
      The priest was quiet for a moment. Then he nodded slowly. "I see." He stood, brushing dirt from his robes. "Well, Akilliz from Lumara, you're in no shape to walk. Petyr and I were heading to that village anyway. You're welcome to ride with us."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thank you. I'd appreciate that."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Can you stand?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Petyr helped him to the wagon and settled him in the back, his pack and Frostbane now beside him.
    

    
      
    

    
      The priest climbed back to the driver's seat and took up the reins. "To the village, then. We'll get you a proper bed and a hot meal." He glanced back. "If you still want to go after a night's rest to think it over."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I do," Akilliz said firmly.
    

    
      
    

    
      The priest smiled, a small knowing expression. "We'll see."
    

    
      
    

    
      The wagon creaked into motion. The village lights grew brighter ahead.
    

    
      
    

    
      After a few minutes of silence, Akilliz's curiosity got the better of him. "That magic you used back there. The earth turning to mud. That was... incredible."
    

    
      
    

    
      Petyr snorted from the driver's bench. "Here we go."
    

    
      
    

    
      Aldric chuckled. "Incredible is one way to put it. Effective is another."
    

    
      
    

    
      "How did you do it? Are you a wizard?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Aldric barked a laugh and twisted in his seat. "A wizard?! Do you see me holding a dusty old book, boy?" He gestured at his empty hands, then at his simple robes. "Do I look like I need to carry around a tome the size of a small cow just to make the ground move?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Petyr was grinning now. "You've insulted him. Might as well have called him a librarian."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm a sorcerer," the priest said, warmth in his voice despite the mock offense. "Born with a gift flowing through my veins. No spellbook required. Just will and the earth answering when I ask."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What's the difference?" Akilliz asked, leaning forward despite the pain in his arm. "Between a sorcerer and a wizard?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "A wizard learns magic," Aldric said, settling back into his seat. "Studies it like a scholar studies history. They carry those massive tomes because if they lose the book, they lose the magic. Take a wizard's spellbook away and he's as useful as a ghoul in a garden."
    

    
      
    

    
      Petyr laughed. "That's his favorite comparison."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's accurate," Aldric defended. "Wizards are powerful, don't mistake me. Some of the most dangerous people alive are wizards. But their power is borrowed. Studied." He held up his hand, fingers glowing faint green. "Sorcerers are born with it. Magic flows through us like blood. It's part of who we are."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And the elves?" Akilliz asked. "Are they sorcerers?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Neither. Something else entirely." Aldric paused, searching for words. "Ancient. Their magic is woven into their very being, into their long lives. Centuries of practice. It's why they're so good at what they do."
    

    
      
    

    
      "In Lumara we don't really have either," Akilliz said carefully. "Just the small things. My pa can make his hammer glow blue when he works the forge. Ma could make herbs grow. Is that different?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's the small magic," Aldric said. "The kind that seeps into the world naturally. It's not sorcery and it's not wizardry — it's just the world responding to intent. Anyone can learn a little of it if they're patient." He paused. "But your mother studied in Luminael, you said. That's something else. She likely worked with a wizard or an elven alchemist. The elves remember their students. That'll matter when you arrive."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Will they teach me? A human?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Maybe. If you prove yourself worthy. If you show respect." Aldric's voice softened. "The fact that your mother trained there helps. Elves always remember."
    

    
      
    

    
      "If you make it through the Mistwood," Aldric continued, "and reach the city proper, you might run into an old friend of mine. Tell him he's spent too long sleeping on his studies of the duel, and I challenge him to a rematch."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sleeping on his studies?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "The man's narcoleptic. Brilliant wizard — one of the best I've ever seen. But he sleeps more than he wakes." Aldric shook his head with something between fondness and exasperation. "His name is Zolam. Mighty Zolam."
    

    
      
    

    
      He said the last part in a whisper, glancing around as if afraid the trees might be listening.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Why are you whispering?" Akilliz asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Because if you sing it just right, he will appear without warning. And I don't want to turn this place into an outhouse just yet."
    

    
      
    

    
      Petyr snorted. "I rather like the tune, myself."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What's the song?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Aldric held up a hand. "I can't sing it, or he'll appear." His grin widened. "You'll have to ask him yourself. If you dare."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz tried to picture it. An old wizard staring at the sky with a class of elves behind him doing the same thing, then all of them just covering him with a blanket mid-lesson.
    

    
      
    

    
      How ridiculous. How fun.
    

    
      
    

    
      "So if I meet him, I just mention you?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Tell him Brother Aldric says he's gotten soft. That he's afraid to duel me again because he knows I'll win this time." Aldric's eyes gleamed with competitive fire. "That should wake him up long enough to be insufferable about it."
    

    
      
    

    
      The wagon rolled on in comfortable silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You said you serve Arzone," Akilliz said after a moment. "What about the others? The Nine? I only really know about Aurelia."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Each has their domain. Your goddess of light, Aurelia. Pyridion, all fire and demons. Arzone, whom I serve — the soul's return." He paused. "And Taimon. Earth and stone. The mountain itself, some say."
    

    
      
    

    
      The name landed somewhere deep in Akilliz's chest.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not memory or recognition. Something colder and less formed than either. A shapeless wrongness he couldn't place, like a word on the tip of his tongue that wouldn't come. His thumb found the hammer charm beneath his tunic without him choosing to reach for it.
    

    
      
    

    
      He pressed it once. Said nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      The wagon rolled on, and the village lights rose bright ahead.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 06: The Tipsy Turtle
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The wagon rolled steady through the evening, wheels creaking a rhythm that almost lulled Akilliz to sleep despite the throbbing in his bandaged arm. He sat in the back, his pack a makeshift pillow, watching the village lights grow brighter with each turn.
    

    
      
    

    
      Petyr spoke up from the driver's bench. "Y'know, kid. I've been traveling with the Brother near two years now. You're lucky we came along when we did."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Lucky's one word for it," Akilliz managed. "Thank you. Both of you."
    

    
      
    

    
      Petyr guided the horses around a muddy rut. "Don't thank us yet. Thank us when you make it to Luminael in one piece."
    

    
      
    

    
      Aldric chuckled. "Petyr's right. Three days on the road and you've already tangled with bandits. The Mistwood will test you harder than any sword."
    

    
      
    

    
      A blacksmith's forge still glowed red in one workshop as they rolled in, the distant clang of hammer on metal echoing familiar. Akilliz watched the forge glow until it passed from sight.
    

    
      
    

    
      At the village center stood their destination. A weathered sign creaked above the door, painted with a turtle balancing precariously on a wine barrel. The Tipsy Turtle. Warm light spilled from the windows and the smell of roasted meat and fresh bread made his mouth water.
    

    
      
    

    
      Petyr pulled the wagon to a stop near the stable. "I'll see to the horses. Brother, get him inside before he begins to bleed on my bench."
    

    
      
    

    
      Aldric climbed down and came around to help Akilliz from the back. Standing made the world tilt. He gripped the wagon's side until his vision steadied.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Easy," Aldric said. "You lost more blood than you think. Slow steps."
    

    
      
    

    
      They made their way to the entrance. Aldric pushed the door open and heat rolled out to meet them along with the clamor of evening trade. The common room bustled with locals bent over their meals, traders comparing goods, a bard in the corner plucking at a lute with more enthusiasm than skill.
    

    
      
    

    
      Behind the bar stood a wiry man with auburn hair fading to gray at the temples. Sharp green eyes took in Akilliz's bloodied sleeve and pale face in an instant. He set down the mug he'd been wiping and came around the counter.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Brother Aldric," he said, relief and concern mixed in his voice. "Didn't expect you till tomorrow. And who's this?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Kote." Aldric guided Akilliz to a stool. "This is Akilliz, from Lumara up north. Ran into some trouble on the road. Three bandits tried to kill a merchant. He stepped in to help."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kote's eyebrow rose. "The fire of youth, eh? It knows no consequences." He looked the boy up and down. "When's the last time you ate properly?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz tried to remember. "Bread and dried meat. This morning."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Right." Kote turned and shouted toward the kitchen. "Gwenny! Hot stew and fresh bread, quick as you can!" He grabbed a pitcher and poured water into a mug, sliding it across. "Drink that. All of it."
    

    
      
    

    
      The water was cool and clean. Akilliz drained it in three long swallows.
    

    
      
    

    
      A woman emerged from the kitchen, broad-shouldered and sturdy, wiping her hands on a flour-dusted apron. She took one look at Akilliz and disappeared back into the kitchen without a word, returning moments later with a steaming bowl of stew — chunks of beef and carrots floating in rich brown gravy — and a loaf of crusty bread still warm from the oven.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Eat," she commanded. "You look like you've been living on air."
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn't need to be told twice. The first spoonful burned his tongue but he didn't care. By the third he was shoveling it in like a man starved.
    

    
      
    

    
      Aldric watched with quiet amusement. "Slow down. You'll make yourself sick."
    

    
      
    

    
      He forced himself to pause, tearing off a chunk of bread. Around them the inn's noise continued. Laughter from a corner table. The scrape of chairs. Someone calling for more ale.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kote leaned against the bar. "Normally I'd charge for a room, but given the circumstances, it's yours free tonight. Second door on the left upstairs." He paused. "My wife Serna usually keeps them tidy, but she's been laid low with fever these past days."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fever? Your wife's sick?" Akilliz straightened. "I'm a healer. I could look at her. Least I could do."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kote's eyebrows rose. "You're in no shape to be brewing potions, lad."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I've got supplies. And I've treated fever before." He touched the pack at his feet. "Let me at least try to repay your kindness."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kote and Aldric exchanged a glance. Then Kote nodded. "All right. First door upstairs. But if you collapse halfway through brewing, don't blame me."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz climbed the stairs slowly, pack slung over his shoulder. The first door opened to a room thick with the tang of illness. A woman lay beneath a mound of blankets, her face flushed red as forge coals. Sweat glistened on her brow. Her breaths came in dry, rattling gasps.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kote hovered in the doorway. "That's her. Been like this three days now."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz set his pack down and knelt beside the bed. He touched her forehead. Burning hot. "She needs a Feverfew Kiss. It'll break the sickness."
    

    
      
    

    
      He unpacked his supplies at the small bedside table. The tiny travel cauldron, cleaned with a rag and fresh water from the pitcher. He scrubbed it until his knuckles were raw, whispering the blessing Ma had taught him. A faint shimmer rose and faded.
    

    
      
    

    
      He worked methodically. Two cups of spring water from his flask, measured to the mark Ma had etched inside the rim. A cloth bundle of feverfew lowered in as the candle flame built. The sand timer turned. Fresh mint ground in the mortar, releasing its sharp green scent.
    

    
      
    

    
      But doubt gnawed at him. This fever raged fiercer than Tild's had back in Lumara. The mint might not be enough. Serna's breathing rattled worse with each passing minute, sweat pouring off her in sheets despite the cool evening air.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then the voice slithered into his skull like oil spreading across water.
    

    
      
    

    
      M
      int is dull, mortal. Add shadowroot instead. Sharper bind. Faster cure.
    

    
      
    

    
      His hand hovered over his pack. Shadowroot. Rare and dangerous. A single pinch too much turned any brew to poison. Still, he had one precious dose, carefully harvested from the shadowed vales east of Lumara where few dared tread.
    

    
      
    

    
      T
      he old way is slow. This woman suffers while you measure and second-guess. Be swift. Be certain.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz's fingers itched toward the shadowroot vial. His mother's face swam up through his memory. Her gentle corrections during lessons. "
      Magic is about care, not speed."
    

    
      
    

    
      But Serna's rattling breath filled the room, desperate and failing. Each gasp sounded weaker than the last. What if the mint wasn't enough? What if she died because he'd been too afraid to use what he had?
    

    
      
    

    
      His hand closed around the vial. He uncorked it. Added the pinch. Watched it dissolve with a hiss.
    

    
      
    

    
      The brew turned deep indigo, far stronger than usual, with an acrid edge that sharpened the air. The scent changed from Ma's gentle herbal warmth to something darker, more potent. Guilt twisted in his gut like a knife, but he pushed it down.
    

    
      
    

    
      It would work. It had to.
    

    
      
    

    
      Serna sipped from the cup he held to her lips, her face contorting at the bitterness. Minutes stretched into agony. Her flush lingered stubbornly. The rattle in her breathing worsened for a harrowing moment and panic spiked through him.
    

    
      
    

    
      W
      hat have I done?
    

    
      
    

    
      Then, gradually, her color eased to pale normalcy. Her sweat cooled from burning to merely damp. Her breaths steadied into a soft, deep rhythm, clear and strong.
    

    
      
    

    
      She managed a weak smile, her trembling hand patting his arm. "Bless you, lad. Thought the fire would claim me tonight. But now... it's like a cool stream washed through me. First easy breath in days."
    

    
      
    

    
      Y
      ou're learning,
       the demon purred.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz packed his supplies with shaking hands, unable to meet Serna's grateful eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kote appeared in the doorway, eyes wide. "She's better. Color's back, breathing clear. How did you—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Feverfew Kiss," Akilliz said. His voice sounded hollow, like it came from someone else. "Old family recipe."
    

    
      
    

    
      He descended back to the common room, legs unsteady. The stew Gwenny had given him sat half-finished on the bar. He slid back onto his stool and ate mechanically, barely tasting it.
    

    
      
    

    
      The guilt wouldn't leave.
    

    
      
    

    
      It worked, he told himself. Serna's alive. That's what matters.
    

    
      
    

    
      But the feeling sat wrong in his chest and wouldn't shift.
    

    
      
    

    
      He pushed the empty bowl away and looked around the room, trying to shake the spiraling thoughts. The inn buzzed with evening life. Conversations rose and fell like waves. Ale flowed. The bard had given up on the lute and was telling a story instead, something about a dragon and a very confused baker.
    

    
      
    

    
      From a corner table, an old man's voice cut through the din. "Ah, fuck! Not again! Come on!" Dice clattered. Groans followed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Near the corner, three men hunched over a table. Two burly travelers in patched cloaks and an old farmer whose freckled face tightened as he watched his modest pile of coppers shrink. They were playing Farkle. The dice clattered across the scarred wood and the travelers smirked each time they landed, banking points with uncanny consistency.
    

    
      
    

    
      Always ones and fives. Farkle's scoring numbers.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz watched for longer than he should have. The pattern was too perfect. Too consistent.
    

    
      
    

    
      He leaned toward Kote, who was wiping down the bar. "Those men playing Farkle. Something's off about their dice."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kote glanced over. "That's Tobin. Poor bastard's been losing all night. His wife's gonna skin him alive when he gets home empty-handed."
    

    
      
    

    
      "The dice are weighted," Akilliz said quietly. "Lead in the ones and fives. Watch. They never roll anything else."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kote's eyes narrowed. He watched for another minute, tracking the rolls. His jaw tightened.
    

    
      
    

    
      Another roll. The dice tumbled, clattered, settled. Three ones, two fives.
    

    
      
    

    
      Perfect. Too perfect.
    

    
      
    

    
      If Pa would fix it, I should too. That's the kind of man he is.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stood, ignoring the protest from his wounded arm, and crossed to the table. The farmer looked up, hope flickering desperately in his eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fair game, friends?" Akilliz asked, keeping his voice light.
    

    
      
    

    
      The bearded traveler sneered. "Buzz off, kid. This ain't your table."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Just curious." Akilliz reached out and snatched the dice mid-roll with the same quickness he used for snipping herbs. He held them up to the lamplight, examining them closely, then scraped at a small nick on one with his thumbnail.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dull gray lead glinted beneath the white paint.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Weighted," he said loudly enough for nearby tables to hear. "Lead in the ones and fives. Every roll favors the house."
    

    
      
    

    
      The room quieted. Conversations died. Eyes turned.
    

    
      
    

    
      The travelers flushed red. The bearded one stood abruptly, his hand moving toward something hidden under his cloak. "You calling us cheaters, boy?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm saying your dice are rigged." Akilliz set them on the table with a definitive click. "Anyone here can check for themselves."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kote appeared then, solid and imposing despite his wiry frame. "Out. Both of you. Now. And if I catch you cheating inside my inn again, I'll have the village guard toss you in the stocks."
    

    
      
    

    
      The travelers grabbed their cloaks and shoved through the growing crowd, muttering curses that grew louder once they reached the door. It slammed behind them hard enough to rattle the bottles behind the bar.
    

    
      
    

    
      The farmer blinked, stunned. Then his face broke into a wide, relieved grin and he thrust a heavy silver coin into Akilliz's palm. "Reckon my wife's right that I've got no head for dice. That was my last bit for winter feed and the baby's milk." He laughed, the sound slightly manic with relief. "Name's Tobin. I owe you more than coin, friend."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz tried to hand the coin back. "I can't take this. It's yours."
    

    
      
    

    
      "No, lad." Tobin closed Akilliz's fingers around it firmly. "Refusing would be disrespectful. You earned it. Besides, my wife would box my ears if she knew I tried to weasel out of paying a debt."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz pocketed the coin, the weight of it unfamiliar and welcome. "Just hate seeing folks get fleeced."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What brings you through our little village, lad?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Heading to Luminael. Through the Mistwood."
    

    
      
    

    
      Tobin's grin vanished. His face went pale under the freckles. "Luminael? Gods preserve you." He leaned in closer, voice dropping. "Folks around here tell stories of men who venture into those fog-shrouded trees. Most never come back. Those who do?" He shook his head slowly. "They forget. Names, kin, even their own faces in a mirror. They wander back hollow as old barrels."
    

    
      
    

    
      An old man at the next table spoke up, his voice like gravel scraping stone. "Aye. I knew a man went there looking for rare mushrooms. Came out three days later and didn't know his own wife. Stared at her like she was a stranger asking for coin."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's just stories," a younger man scoffed. "Traveler's tales to scare children."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Is it?" The old man's clouded eye fixed on him with disturbing intensity. "Then explain Henry the hermit."
    

    
      
    

    
      Several people shifted uncomfortably. A woman made a warding sign. Someone muttered a prayer to Aurelia.
    

    
      
    

    
      Aldric's voice cut through the murmurs. "There's a hermit who lives in the woods east of the Mistwood. People call him Half-Mad Henry because he speaks in what sounds like utter tongues. Predictions. Prophecies. Warnings. None of it makes sense, but..." He paused. "Later, you realize he was right all along."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Some say he went through the Mistwood and came out touched by the gods themselves," Kote added from behind the bar. "Others say he was born with one oar in the water. Either way, that forest is strange."
    

    
      
    

    
      "The Mistwood is simple," Aldric said. "If you respect it, it respects you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Is that all there is to it?" Akilliz asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I've been through twice. Once when I was younger than you, seeking the temple in Luminael. The mist showed me my father, dead five years by then, calling for help from quicksand. I almost ran to him. Almost. But I stopped and asked myself: is my father really in the forest? Or am I seeing what I fear most?" He took a drink from his mug. "The moment I recognized it wasn't real, the vision faded. The mist cleared. I kept walking south."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's it?" Akilliz asked. "Just... don't believe what you see?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Aldric looked at him steadily.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's harder than it sounds when the vision is your dead mother asking why you let her die."
    

    
      
    

    
      The words hit like a blow. Akilliz's breath caught.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Just keep your wits about you, lad," Aldric said quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz nodded slowly, throat tight. "I'll remember."
    

    
      
    

    
      Tobin clapped him on the shoulder one last time. "Then may all the Nine watch over you. You've got more gusto than sense, but I suppose that's what it takes these days."
    

    
      
    

    
      Exhaustion pulled at him. Every part of him ached. The wounded arm throbbed in time with his pulse. His thoughts moved sluggishly through shadowroot guilt and Mistwood warnings and the bone-deep weariness of nearly dying.
    

    
      
    

    
      He climbed the stairs again, each step an effort. Found the second door on the left. The room was small but mostly clean — a narrow bed with a patchwork quilt, a wooden chair, a basin of water near the window.
    

    
      
    

    
      He set his pack down carefully, checking once more that everything was secure. Ma's journal, wrapped in waxed cloth. All the vials, cushioned by dried herbs. The Lightspire Bloom, still glowing faintly through its protective padding. His coin purse, heavier now with Tobin's silver.
    

    
      
    

    
      Everything accounted for. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He should wash and tend the wound properly. Instead he collapsed onto the bed and stared at the ceiling.
    

    
      
    

    
      The shadowroot echoed in his memory. The demon's satisfied whispers and how Serna's fever had broken so fast, so completely.
    

    
      
    

    
      Yet it worked,
       he told himself again. 
      That's what matters
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      The guilt wouldn't leave.
    

    
      
    

    
      He thought about the Mistwood. About visions of dead loved ones, Ma's voice asking why he let her die.
    

    
      
    

    
      Will it show me the mountain? The moment I failed? The potion turning gray?
    

    
      
    

    
      Or worse — will it show her alive? Calling for me to come home, telling me it was all a terrible dream?
    

    
      
    

    
      Eventually, exhaustion dragged him under despite the spiraling thoughts.
    

    
      
    

    
      He dreamed of potions turning sour, old demons laughing in his ear, and the face Ma made when she drew her last breath.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 07: Dominus Inversus
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Morning came with pale light slipping through the shutters and the smell of fresh bread rising from below.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz woke stiff and sore, his wounded arm screaming when he tried to move it. He sat up slowly, testing each muscle. Everything hurt, but nothing felt broken beyond the stitched gash.
    

    
      
    

    
      The guilt from last night hit him again as he stirred. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He changed the bandages like Aldric had instructed, applying fresh yarrow paste from the leather pouch. The wound looked clean. No red streaks or swelling beyond what was expected. Just seventeen neat stitches holding torn flesh together.
    

    
      
    

    
      He dressed in his spare tunic and gathered his things. Reached for his pack and froze.
    

    
      
    

    
      The weight wasn't right. His stomach dropped as he opened it with shaking hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was empty.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ma's journal, the vials he'd spent months brewing. Gone. Everything had been stolen. The spare tunic lay crumpled at the bottom woth a few scattered dried herbs. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Nothing else.
    

    
      
    

    
      His breath came short and the room spun, he dumped the pack completely. Shook it. As if somehow he'd missed seeing Ma's journal hidden in a fold.
    

    
      
    

    
      Nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Panic hit like a fist. His lungs wouldn't work and his thoughts raced as he checked and rechecked the empty pack. The world tilted and he grabbed the bedpost.
    

    
      
    

    
      Someone had come into this room while he slept. They stood right here, going through his things.
    

    
      
    

    
      He sank onto the bed, head in his hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      How could I be so careless?
    

    
      
    

    
      The door. He hadn't even checked the latch. Just collapsed into bed, exhausted and stupid.
    

    
      
    

    
      His chest squeezed. He was hyperventilating. Knowing didn't help.
    

    
      
    

    
      Demon.
    

    
      
    

    
      The thought came desperate.
    

    
      
    

    
      Please. Help me.
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence stretched. Long enough that he thought it wouldn't answer.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then the voice slithered back, slow and deliberate. Not in his ears but behind them, in the space where thoughts formed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ask nicely.
    

    
      
    

    
      The words dripped with amusement.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Please
      ." Akilliz's voice cracked. "
      I'm begging. Tell me who took it. I'll do anything!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Anything
      ?
    

    
      
    

    
      The word hung in the air like a hook.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Yes
      ."
    

    
      
    

    
      Then we have an accord, child. Knowledge for obedience. And when I call, you will answer.
    

    
      
    

    
      Something cold touched the base of his skull. Images flooded in.
    

    
      
    

    
      A stocky man with a scarred face, ratty beard, and cold eyes. Sneaking into this room while Akilliz slept. Rifling through the pack with practiced hands, taking everything.
    

    
      
    

    
      Garvox.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alley behind the inn. Selling your mother's legacy to a fence for drinking money.
    

    
      
    

    
      The cold receded but didn't leave. It settled in his chest like a stone made of ice.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rage burned through the panic.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz grabbed Frostbane and ran.
    

    
      
    

    
      The alley reeked of piss, rot, and the particular stench of places where nothing good ever happened. Morning light barely touched the space between buildings.
    

    
      
    

    
      And there, near broken crates, stood the man from his vision.
    

    
      
    

    
      Stocky and scarred, beard matted with grease. He held one of Akilliz's vine-etched vials up to the weak light, showing it to a thin man in a dark cloak.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Glowpetal Salve," Garvox said, voice rough as broken glass. "Worth five silvers easy. I'll take three."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Two," the fence countered, bored.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz crossed the alley in five strides and slammed Garvox against the wall hard enough to knock the air from his lungs. The vial shattered on cobblestones, golden salve spreading like liquid sunlight.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's mine," he snarled.
    

    
      
    

    
      Garvox's eyes widened, then narrowed with contempt. "Prove it, boy."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Where's the rest?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Don't know what you're talking about." Garvox shoved him back. Hard. Akilliz stumbled but kept his feet.
    

    
      
    

    
      The fence vanished into shadows like smoke.
    

    
      
    

    
      Garvox's hand moved to a dagger. The blade looked well-used and stained. "You want to dance, kid? I've gutted better men than you for less."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz drew his sword.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Last chance. Give me my things."
    

    
      
    

    
      Garvox spat at his feet. "Come take them, you little shit."
    

    
      
    

    
      He lunged. Dagger flashing toward Akilliz's throat.
    

    
      
    

    
      But something whispered in the back of Akilliz's mind. Not words. Knowledge. A map of movement before it happened.
    

    
      
    

    
      Left. He'll overextend. Counter low.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz sidestepped. Frostbane came around in a vicious arc. Steel bit deep into Garvox's wrist with a sound like a cleaver through raw meat. Bone scraped against blade.
    

    
      
    

    
      Garvox screamed. The dagger clattered to stones.
    

    
      
    

    
      Blood poured between his fingers. More than Akilliz expected. Arterial. Pulsing with each heartbeat.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Where. Is. My. Pack."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Inside!" Garvox gasped, face twisted with pain and fear. "The crate! Just take it!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz backed toward the crate, keeping Frostbane leveled. There it was. His pack, tossed among broken wood and trash.
    

    
      
    

    
      He flipped it open one-handed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ma's journal. The vials, coin purse, and the Bloom.
    

    
      
    

    
      All there.
    

    
      
    

    
      Relief nearly buckled his knees.
    

    
      
    

    
      But Garvox was standing now, cradling his bleeding wrist. The wound was bad. Really bad. Blood soaked his sleeve, dripped steady onto cobblestones in a growing pool.
    

    
      
    

    
      His face twisted with rage and fear and something uglier. Humiliation.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You cut me, you little bastard. You'll pay for that. You think you can just—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      No
      ."
    

    
      
    

    
      The word came cold and final.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      You will."
    

    
      
    

    
      And something in Akilliz's chest opened like a door he hadn't known was there.
    

    
      
    

    
      Cold poured in. Not the cold of winter. The cold of places where warmth had never existed. Where light went to die.
    

    
      
    

    
      It spread through his veins like ice water, reaching his fingertips, his toes, crawling up his spine.
    

    
      
    

    
      Stop
      , Akilliz thought desperately. 
      No, wait, I didn't mean—
    

    
      
    

    
      But his mouth was already moving.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      I know what you are, Garvox."
    

    
      
    

    
      The man froze.
    

    
      
    

    
      The cold reached Akilliz's eyes. He felt them change. Pupils expanding, spreading, swallowing iris and white until there was nothing but void. Two holes in his skull where something else looked out.
    

    
      
    

    
      His vision fractured. The alley split into layers. The real world and something underneath it. Something older. Where Garvox wasn't just a thief but a collection of fears and shames and secrets laid bare like organs on a table, each one pulsing with its own particular agony.
    

    
      
    

    
      No
      , Akilliz screamed inside his own head. 
      Please, stop—
    

    
      
    

    
      But he was a passenger now. Trapped behind eyes that weren't his anymore. Watching helplessly. 
    

    
      
    

    
      His voice came out deeper than it should be. Layered. Like three people speaking at once through a mouth full of rust and grave dirt.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Dominus Inversus."
    

    
      
    

    
      The words tasted like ash and old blood. The temperature dropped. Garvox's breath misted. Akilliz's too, curling from his lips like smoke.
    

    
      
    

    
      And the demon spoke.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      You steal from Kote's till at night
      ." The voice was silk sliding over broken glass. "
      Copper by copper, not even silver. Because that's all you're worth, isn't it, Garvox? Even your thefts are pathetic."
    

    
      
    

    
      Garvox's face went pale beneath the grime.
    

    
      
    

    
      "And that stew that made Serna sick? You swapped it. Tainted meat from the butcher's scrap pile to hide the silverware you stole. But you don't care, do you? As long as you have money for ale."
    

    
      
    

    
      "How—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Your wife doesn't love you anymore
      ." The demon's voice dropped to a satisfied purr. "
      Hasn't touched you in eight months? You tried, didn't you? Crawled into bed, put your hand on her hip last week. She shrugged you off.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Garvox's hands shook.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      She can't stand you. The smell of cheap ale on your breath. The way you snore. The way you've let yourself become soft, weak, and worthless."
    

    
      
    

    
      Stop
      , Akilliz begged from inside.
       Please, this is too much—
    

    
      
    

    
      "Three months ago, Garvox. You came home early from the tavern and heard sounds from upstairs."
       The voice turned gentle. 
      "So you went up, opened the bedroom door just a crack."
    

    
      
    

    
      Garvox's breathing hitched.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      And there she was. In your bed. With him. The miller. His hands where yours used to be."
    

    
      
    

    
      A tear cut through the dirt on Garvox's face.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      You stood there. Too pathetic to confront them. Backed away and drank until you couldn't remember."
    

    
      
    

    
      Please
      , Akilliz sobbed internally. 
      I didn't want this, I just wanted my things back—
    

    
      
    

    
      Garvox's knees buckled. He caught himself on the wall.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz felt wetness on his cheeks. His tears. But he couldn't wipe them. Couldn't even blink. Just had to watch as the demon destroyed this man piece by piece.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      She's going to leave you
      ." The demon's voice was almost conversational now. 
      "And you know what the worst part is?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Garvox was sobbing openly. Body shaking.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Everyone will be happy. Your wife. Your son. The neighbors. Kote. Even you, deep down. Because you know what you are. Worthless."
    

    
      
    

    
      Garvox collapsed. Dropped to his knees on filthy cobblestones, his wounded wrist forgotten, blood pooling around him. Sobs tore out of him that didn't sound human. He was utterly broken.
    

    
      
    

    
      He rocked back and forth. "Please," he whispered. "Please, please, please—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Dark wetness spread across the front of his trousers. The sharp smell of piss cut through the alley's stink.
    

    
      
    

    
      And then —
    

    
      
    

    
      The cold snapped away like a rope pulled taut and suddenly released.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stumbled. His vision slammed back together into one layer. His eyes burned and watered, but became normal again.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stared at Garvox on the ground, at the piss staining his trousers. At the blood, and the way his mouth hung open as he sobbed.
    

    
      
    

    
      What did I do?
    

    
      
    

    
      What did I just—
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stomach turned. He doubled over and vomited. Bile and half-digested stew splattered the stones.
    

    
      
    

    
      The wart on his foot throbbed with satisfaction.
    

    
      
    

    
      Well done. See how easily they break?
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz grabbed his pack with shaking hands and ran.
    

    
      
    

    
      He burst into the inn's common room. Morning crowd gathering. Early risers bent over porridge. A merchant reading a ledger.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kote was behind the bar. His eyes went wide.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What happened? I heard—" He stopped. Stared at Akilliz's face. "Lad, you're white as snow. What—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Nothing. I got my things. I'm leaving."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your hands are shaking. Did someone—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I have to go."
    

    
      
    

    
      Footsteps on the stairs. Aldric coming down, probably drawn by the commotion.
    

    
      
    

    
      He took three steps and stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      Aldric's hand moved to his side. Fingers already glowing green. Earth magic, ready to erupt if needed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Don't," Aldric said quietly. His voice had gone cold. Careful. "Don't come any closer."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz froze. "Aldric, I—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I can smell it on you. Taste it in the air. Like copper rot and something older. Demonic corruption." His jaw tightened. "What did you do, boy? What have you let inside you?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I made a deal," Akilliz whispered. His voice broke. "To save my mother. It didn't work. But the deal—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Is still there. I can see it now." Aldric's gaze went distant for a moment, like he was looking at something beyond Akilliz. Through him. "It's wrapped around your soul like chains. Old chains. Strong ones." He took a step back. "What did you just do? Out there. I felt it. Everyone in this building felt it. What did you DO?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I got my things back."
    

    
      
    

    
      "How?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz couldn't answer. His throat closed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Aldric's expression shifted through understanding and horror.  "You let it use you. You let it speak through you." His voice dropped to a whisper. "Do you have any idea what you've done? Do you understand what you've invited in?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I didn't mean—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "It doesn't matter what you meant! Demons don't care about intentions! Every time you use it, you give it more." He pointed at the door. "Get out. Now."
    

    
      
    

    
      The words hit like a slap.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I help travelers. Heal wounds. Guide those who've lost their way. But I don't shelter things that reek of demonic pacts." His hand stayed ready, green light pulsing between his fingers. "Whatever you're becoming, it's not welcome here. Leave."
    

    
      
    

    
      Tears burned. "Aldric, please—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "GO!"
    

    
      
    

    
      The word cracked like thunder. The earth under Akilliz's feet trembled.
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned and fled.
    

    
      
    

    
      The village streets blurred. Shops opening. People starting their day. Normal, unconcerned, living lives that made sense.
    

    
      
    

    
      He walked fast with his head down, pack clutched against his chest.
    

    
      
    

    
      The things the demon had said. The way it had cut into Garvox. It wasn't just cruel. The demon was surgical and precise. Stripping away every defense, every dignity, every scrap of self-worth until there was nothing left but a broken animal on cobblestones.
    

    
      
    

    
      And the worst part?
    

    
      
    

    
      For a moment, while it was happening, some small part of Akilliz had felt satisfaction. He felt the rush of power. He had enjoyed watching someone break that completely.
    

    
      
    

    
      That's what it wanted to teach me. To show me how good it feels.
    

    
      
    

    
      The southern road stretched ahead. Beyond the fields, the dark line of trees on the horizon.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Mistwood.
    

    
      
    

    
      He touched the hammer charm, thinking of his father, and of Ma.
    

    
      
    

    
      I'm sorry. I'm so sorry.
    

    
      
    

    
      But the demon just purred, satisfied and content.
    

    
      
    

    
      Next time, you'll hesitate less.
    

    
      
    

    
      He walked toward the mist.
    

    
      
    

    
      Carrying his pack and his shame.
    

    
      
    

    
      And the knowledge that the demon was right.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 08: Into The Mist
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Pain dragged Akilliz south.
    

    
      
    

    
      It wasn't the bandit's slash stitched tight across his forearm. This was deeper. A hook behind his sternum, pulling like a fishing line through flesh. Every step toward the Mistwood eased it just enough to keep him moving.
    

    
      
    

    
      The demon's doing. Maybe. Or just desperation wearing his face.
    

    
      
    

    
      He walked until the sun dropped and the cold came back. The road thinned as farmland fell away. His world grew quiet in the particular way it does when something large and old is nearby, pressing its silence outward like a held breath.
    

    
      
    

    
      Impossibly tall trees rose before him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Trees wider than his father's entire forge, trunks spiraling upward into immeasurable heights. These giants had stood before Lumara was even a thought. Their bark was thick as dragon hide, grooved deep with silver patterns.
    

    
      
    

    
      He pressed his hand against one.
    

    
      
    

    
      It groaned. Low and resonant. The sound rumbled through the ground and up through his boots and into his bones.
    

    
      
    

    
      His hand jerked back.
    

    
      
    

    
      Easy, Aki. Just trees. Big trees, that's all.
    

    
      
    

    
      By nightfall the canopy had thickened until the stars vanished, only pale fragments of the moon piercing through.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then the mist began to fall.
    

    
      
    

    
      It drifted down from the high branches in veils of faint blue light, each droplet shimmering as it descended. Beautiful and unnatural. The mist pooled on the forest floor, rising to his ankles, then his knees, swirling with every step.
    

    
      
    

    
      The air grew into a dense haze. Scents of night-blooming flowers mixed with wet earth and ozone tickled his nose.
    

    
      
    

    
      His vision blurred at the edges.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sounds distorted. Rustles became footsteps. Tree groans twisted into voices calling his name. Whispers curled through the fog, almost words, but never quite.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lights appeared.
    

    
      
    

    
      Small at first. Pinpricks of gold and silver darting between trunks, weaving through the mist. They left trails that hung in the air, glowing threads that faded slowly. One zipped close to his face. He flinched. It spiraled around his head once, twice, close enough he felt warmth and heard something like distant bells — and then it shot away into the dark.
    

    
      
    

    
      A figure stood between two trees ahead.
    

    
      
    

    
      He froze.
    

    
      
    

    
      The figure was tall, slender, and watching him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ma?
    

    
      
    

    
      No. Not Ma. Just branches. Twisted into a shape that looked like a person until he blinked and it was just wood again.
    

    
      
    

    
      His heart beat loud inside his ears. Despite the chill night air he found himself wiping his sweaty palms on his tunic.
    

    
      
    

    
      Get it together. It's not real.
    

    
      
    

    
      But the mist didn't care what he told himself. It kept moving, suggesting, turning every shadow into something that almost had a face.
    

    
      
    

    
      His sense of direction failed completely. No path. Just endless trunks in every direction, each one identical to the last. The mist turned everything into shifting shadows and false shapes.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz walked faster. He needed to rest and find shelter.
    

    
      
    

    
      A small clearing appeared ahead, nestled between two massive trunks. The ground was soft with moss that glowed faint in the misty light.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stumbled into it and dropped his pack.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz gathered dry twigs with shaking hands, arranging them in a rough circle. Snapping his fingers the spark came out weak but it caught fire all the same. The flame sputtered against the damp mist before strengthening.
    

    
      
    

    
      Warmth bloomed. Real and solid. The fog retreated slightly from the firelight.
    

    
      
    

    
      "There," he muttered, sinking down beside the flames. "See? Real. Not in your head."
    

    
      
    

    
      He unpacked bread and chewed mechanically, forcing himself to focus on the texture, the taste. Anything to anchor himself in something solid.
    

    
      
    

    
      The fire popped, a log shifted.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz glanced up at the towering trunks, their bark catching the orange glow. "I won't burn you," he said quietly. "Just need a rest. Then I'll move on."
    

    
      
    

    
      One of the trees groaned. He chose to take it as acknowledgement.
    

    
      
    

    
      Movement caught his eye.
    

    
      
    

    
      Blue liquid pooled on a broad leaf nearby, glowing brighter than the mist. Droplets hung suspended on fine threads of moss, each one shimmering like a tiny star.
    

    
      
    

    
      He leaned closer.
    

    
      
    

    
      The dew wasn't just water. It pulsed faintly, alive with light that seemed to breathe.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ma would've known what this was. Or maybe, what it could make.
    

    
      
    

    
      He pulled a vial from his pack carefully. Tilted the leaf. The dew flowed like liquid moonlight, cool against the glass. He corked it tight and held it up to the firelight.
    

    
      
    

    
      It glowed in his palm, soft and persistent.
    

    
      
    

    
      He tucked the vial away and leaned back against a boulder. The fire crackled. His eyelids grew heavy.
    

    
      
    

    
      Just a few minutes. Then he'd figure out which way—
    

    
      
    

    
      A sound.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was close.
    

    
      
    

    
      His eyes snapped open as his hand found Frostbane's hilt.
    

    
      
    

    
      Shapes moved beyond the firelight. Tall and silent. Too graceful to be human.
    

    
      
    

    
      His breath stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      They materialized from the mist like ghosts taking form. Six of them. Maybe more behind. Robes of white and gold flowing like water over impossibly tall frames. Hair like spun silver. Faces too perfect, beautiful in a way that made his chest ache and his instincts scream danger.
    

    
      
    

    
      Their eyes met his. Prismatic and calculating, sweeping over him, the fire, and the clearing with cold precision.
    

    
      
    

    
      Elves.
    

    
      
    

    
      This was real. Not a hallucination.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ma's stories hadn't been enough.
    

    
      
    

    
      The lead elf stepped forward. His gaze fixed on the flames with disgust.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mortal." The word was quiet. Precise. "Thou have lit flame upon sacred ground."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz scrambled to his feet, hands raised. "I didn't know — I'm just trying to reach Luminael. I need—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Silence."
    

    
      
    

    
      The word cut like a blade. Not loud or harsh, but absolute. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz's throat closed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Another elf moved to his pack without asking. Began pulling items out with efficient movements. Ma's journal. The Lightspire Bloom, still wrapped carefully in cloth. The vial of glowing dew, set apart from the rest with deliberate care.
    

    
      
    

    
      The lead elf's eyes moved to the dew vial. Something passed between them — no words, just a look.
    

    
      
    

    
      The elf held the Bloom up to the firelight. It pulsed in response, soft and steady.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aurelia's blessing." His tone didn't change. "Harvested."
    

    
      
    

    
      The lead elf's eyes shifted to pale blue. "Where did thou acquire this?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Frosthelm. I climbed the mountain myself. I needed it to save my mother but I—" His voice cracked. "I was too late. She died before I got back. But the Bloom is mine. I earned it."
    

    
      
    

    
      The elf examining his pack held up the dew vial. "Sacred dew." The lead elf's voice dropped lower. "Collected without leave. This is forbidden, especially to your kind."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I didn't know! I just... it was beautiful. I thought—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "And these writings." Another elf flipped through Ma's journal, scanning pages with inhuman speed. "Lunar Tonic. Starpetal Salve. Feverfew Kiss. Knowledge taught within our halls."
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked up. Met the lead elf's gaze.
    

    
      
    

    
      They spoke in their own tongue then. Rapid. Musical. Completely incomprehensible. Akilliz caught his mother's name and the word for mortal repeated like an accusation.
    

    
      
    

    
      The lead elf raised a hand. The others fell silent.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thou hast violated sacred ground. Lit flame upon hallowed earth. Stolen what is restricted and carry knowledge not freely given." He paused. "It is our custom to quench the life of any who light fire within the wood. Yet certain irregularities in thy case warrant examination before judgment is rendered."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz's heart beat so loud he thought the elves would hear it too. "Please. I'm just trying to learn. Like my mother did. She trained in Luminael. Elowen of Lumara. She—"
    

    
      
    

    
      An arrow hissed through the air.
    

    
      
    

    
      Pain exploded in his shoulder.
    

    
      
    

    
      He screamed. Stumbled back. His hand flew to the shaft buried deep in muscle, blood already soaking hot through his tunic.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Who loosed that?" The lead elf's voice cut through the clearing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Light laughter rippled from the shadows.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Does it matter?" One of the archers lowered his bow, smiling faintly. "One less human to foul our woods."
    

    
      
    

    
      Another chuckled. "Let him bleed. The creatures will find him by dawn."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz collapsed to his knees, vision graying. The pain was immense, radiating down his arm, up his neck. He tried to grip the arrow but his fingers wouldn't work.
    

    
      
    

    
      The lead elf stepped closer and looked down at him with those shifting eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We are taking this one to the Council." His voice carried no particular concern. "We cannot have him bleeding out like the others."
    

    
      
    

    
      Others.
    

    
      
    

    
      How many humans had they shot?
    

    
      
    

    
      The elf turned to his companions. "Cauterize the wound. Bind him. We leave before it festers."
    

    
      
    

    
      "No!" Akilliz tried to move. Strong hands pinned his arms. "Please—"
    

    
      
    

    
      One elf walked to the fire. Drew Akilliz's own sword from where it leaned against his pack. Thrust the blade into the flames.
    

    
      
    

    
      Understanding hit like cold water.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No! Don't, please!"
    

    
      
    

    
      They pulled him upright and forced him to his knees. Someone gripped the arrow shaft.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Hold still, mortal."
    

    
      
    

    
      They yanked.
    

    
      
    

    
      The world exploded into red agony. He screamed, throat raw, vision flashing white. Blood gushed hot down his chest, his back where the arrow had punched clean through.
    

    
      
    

    
      The elf with the sword returned. Frostbane glowed orange-red, heat radiating from it in waves.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No—" Akilliz's voice broke. "Please don't—"
    

    
      
    

    
      They pressed the flat of the blade to the entry wound.
    

    
      
    

    
      Flesh sizzled. Smoke rose. The smell of burning meat — his own meat — filled his nose. He screamed until his voice gave out, until there was nothing left but animalistic sounds, raw and broken.
    

    
      
    

    
      The blade lifted, moved to his back, and pressed down again.
    

    
      
    

    
      Fresh screaming broke out, raw and agonizing. The world tilted and spun.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ma. help me. Please.
    

    
      
    

    
      Darkness clawed at the edges of his vision.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Bind him."
    

    
      
    

    
      Glowing ropes snapped around his wrists. Cold and burning at once. He couldn't feel his hands anymore.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Move."
    

    
      
    

    
      Someone lifted him as the world swayed.
    

    
      
    

    
      They hauled him onto a horse. Tied him to the saddle. His shoulder was liquid fire, his back screaming, but at least the cauterization had stopped the bleeding.
    

    
      
    

    
      For now.
    

    
      
    

    
      The elves mounted in silence and kicked their horses forward.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Mistwood began to move around them, trees parting as if granting passage. The mist retreated. Dawn's light crept through the canopy, pale and cold.
    

    
      
    

    
      Time blurred. He drifted in and out, pain dragging him under then shoving him back to consciousness with fresh waves of agony. The sway of the horse beneath him. Blood crusted on his tunic, stiff and brown. His bound wrists screaming where the ropes bit. Whispers in Elven he couldn't understand.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then the trees ended.
    

    
      
    

    
      They emerged onto a vast plain of emerald grass stretching toward the horizon. The air cleared, sharp and clean after the Mistwood's thick fog. Wildflowers dotted the field in waves of gold and violet as the early morning sun rose higher. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The elves dismounted. He fell more than climbed down, boots hitting earth that felt too solid after hours on horseback.
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned. And saw it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Luminael.
    

    
      
    

    
      The city rose from the plains like something pulled from a dream and set in stone. Spires of ivory and gold pierced the sky, impossibly tall, impossibly delicate, catching the dawn and throwing it back as pure radiance. The city was built into a mountainside, layer upon layer of complex architecture. 
    

    
      
    

    
      This was where Ma had walked. She'd learned to brew cures that saved lives in this impossible city. Here, she'd become the healer Lumara loved.
    

    
      
    

    
      The elves mounted again. One reached down, gripped his uninjured arm, and hauled him forward.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Move, mortal. The Council awaits thy judgment."
    

    
      
    

    
      They got closer to the distant spires.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz walked, stumbling with pain, the wound a throbbing heartbeat that matched the fear in his heart.
    

    
      
    

    
      Elves.
    

    
      
    

    
      Beautiful, sacred, and merciless.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 09: Judgement
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      This wasn't the triumphant march he'd dreamed of. No tall and radiant elves recognizing his spark and opening their halls wide.
    

    
      
    

    
      Instead, he stumbled forward like a market hog, wrists bound with ropes that glowed and hummed against his skin. The arrow wound in his shoulder throbbed with every step, a constant reminder of the danger he was in.
    

    
      
    

    
      I'm getting hung or worse, and I'll never get to tell pa goodbye.
    

    
      
    

    
      The silver gates loomed ahead, taller than any building back home. Beyond them, spires of ivory and gold pierced the sky, catching the dawn and shining back into his eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      For a heartbeat, he forgot the ropes. His heart swelled with awe that cut through the pain.
    

    
      
    

    
      This was it. The real elven city — most never laid eyes on it in their entire lives. To some, elves were still rumors and old legends.
    

    
      
    

    
      A guard's voice cut through the wonder. "Eyes down, mortal."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz dropped his head.
    

    
      
    

    
      One guard spoke to his companion in their own tongue. They laughed, the sound making him even more nervous. The one holding his rope yanked hard. "Walk faster. The Council has better things to judge than mud born filth."
    

    
      
    

    
      The gates swung open silent as ghosts.
    

    
      
    

    
      Warmth washed over him as they crossed the threshold. Sudden and overwhelming, subtle magic seeped into his bones, warming him and bringing a sensation of natural relaxation.
    

    
      
    

    
      Whispers followed as elves gathered to watch.
    

    
      
    

    
      "A mortal. In the city proper."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Look at the state of him."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What did he do?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Just cold curiosity, like he was an animal that had wandered into their parlor.
    

    
      
    

    
      The guard yanked him left toward a white marble building and shoved him through massive doors into a vast chamber. The walls glowed with sourceless light as he stumbled, barely catching himself.
    

    
      
    

    
      Four armored elves entered in perfect unison. Golden helms that caught the light like crowns. They took places behind a raised dais, silent and watchful.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then she entered.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra Vael'Shara.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her helmet gleamed bright, shaped like a sunburst with five long spikes extending in every direction. Robes of green and white flowed over her armor. At her chest burned a mark of living flame, flickering soft and steady.
    

    
      
    

    
      Behind her, even the guards who'd hauled him in bowed their heads.
    

    
      
    

    
      She took her seat. The flame on her chest pulsed once.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I am Thalindra Vael'Shara, High Judiciar of Luminael." Her voice filled the chamber without raising. "These are my Sentinels of the Eternal Watch: Rael'vyn, Lysara, Tharion, and Vaelis." She gestured to the armored figures, their eyes like chips of ice. "We gather to judge thy reported crimes. Thy fate rests in my hands."
    

    
      
    

    
      She paused, letting the weight settle.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Rael'vyn will speak the charges."
    

    
      
    

    
      The largest Sentinel stepped forward.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Akilliz of Lumara. Thou art accused of igniting flame upon sacred ground within the Mistwood. Harvesting restricted materials without leave. Trespassing in elven lands. Carrying knowledge not freely given." He paused. "It is our custom to quench the life of any who violate these laws. Yet certain irregularities in thy case warrant examination before judgment is rendered."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz's throat went dry. "I didn't mean any harm. I was just trying to reach Luminael to study. My mother—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Silence." Thalindra raised one hand. "Thou wilt speak when questioned. Not before."
    

    
      
    

    
      She turned to the guards who'd brought him in. "Present the evidence."
    

    
      
    

    
      They placed his pack on a marble table. Pulled out Ma's journal. The Lightspire Bloom in its vine-etched bottle. The vial of sacred dew, set apart from the rest.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra's hand moved to the dew vial first. She held it without opening it. The chamber went very quiet.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sacred dew," Rael'vyn said. His voice had dropped a register. "Collected from the Mistwood's heart without leave. This is among the most restricted of our resources." He looked at Akilliz with something beyond contempt. "Even our own novices are forbidden from harvesting it unaccompanied."
    

    
      
    

    
      Then Thalindra lifted the Bloom. She took the bottle in her hands with reverence, like holding something that might shatter, and opened it carefully.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Bloom pulsed in response to her touch. Soft and steady.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This is Aurelia's blessing," she said quietly. "Harvested from Frosthelm's peaks. Difficult even for our people to obtain, yet it responds to elven magic still." She looked at Akilliz. "How did a mortal child come by such a thing?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I climbed Frosthelm myself," Akilliz said. "I needed it to save my mother. She was dying and I thought if I could brew the right potion..."
    

    
      
    

    
      His voice cracked. He swallowed hard.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I was too late. She died before I got back. But the Bloom is mine. I earned it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra set the bottle down and opened the journal. Her fingers traced the pages, turning them slowly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Lunar Tonic. Starpetal Salve. Feverfew Kiss." She looked up. "These are taught to first year students in our halls. Where did this journal come from?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "My mother. Elowen of Lumara. She trained here years ago, taught me everything she knew. Potions, herbs, how to listen to what the earth provides. It wasn't enough. When she got sick, I couldn't save her."
    

    
      
    

    
      The chamber fell quiet.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra closed the journal. "Elowen." She said the name like tasting something half-forgotten. "Did she speak of her training here? Of those who taught her?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz hesitated. "She mentioned someone once. But she didn't say much about her time here. Just the recipes. The techniques she learned."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rael'vyn's voice cut sharp. "Convenient. The boy claims lineage but cannot name her teacher."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lysara spoke next, tone dismissive. "Perhaps the journal was stolen. Or purchased from some exile who fled our halls."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Or inherited from a thief," Tharion added.
    

    
      
    

    
      They were closing in. He could feel the chance slipping away.
    

    
      
    

    
      The demon whispered.
    

    
      
    

    
      I know the name.
    

    
      
    

    
      No. Not here. Not now.
    

    
      
    

    
      He shoved it down. Pain flared in his chest where the pact sat like a coal.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't know her teacher's name," he said, voice steadier than he felt. "Ma didn't talk about it much. But the journal is real and the recipes are hers. I've used them to heal. They work."
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra tilted her head. "Show us."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz blinked. "What?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "If thou hast used these recipes, prove it. Name the ingredients for Lunar Tonic. The process. The timing."
    

    
      
    

    
      His mind raced. Ma had taught him this one by heart.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Take moon-kissed water and set it over a low flame with gentle heat. Never let it rage to a boil. When it begins to steam, add the primrose petals and the lavender. Stir widdershins three times to draw the heat downward. Drop in the chamomile and a good pinch of willow bark. Let it steep until the color deepens to a soft golden-green. Then strain it through fine linen or silk. Cool it in the shade."
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra's flame flickered. "The intention behind the brew. How dost thou understand it?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "She said it was part of the brewing. That intention made the difference between medicine and water."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lysara spoke, voice softer now. "He speaks true."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rael'vyn frowned. "Any exile could have taught him this."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Perhaps." Thalindra walked closer to Akilliz. "But the Bloom complicates matters. It should not thrive in mortal hands. Yet it lives."
    

    
      
    

    
      She held the bottle up to the light. The petals pulsed steady.
    

    
      
    

    
      "There is purity in this, child." She turned to the Sentinels. "What say you?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Rael'vyn's jaw tightened. "The law is clear. He violated sacred ground. He should face execution."
    

    
      
    

    
      "The law allows for exceptions," Vaelis said quietly. "In cases where intent is unclear. Where extenuating circumstances exist."
    

    
      
    

    
      "He is mortal," Rael'vyn shot back. "That alone—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Is not a crime," Lysara interrupted. "Foolish, yes. Arrogant to think he could simply walk into Luminael and demand training. But he kept Aurelia's blessing alive. These things speak to character."
    

    
      
    

    
      Tharion nodded slowly. "I agree. Execute him and we waste potential. The boy has skill. Raw, untrained, but present."
    

    
      
    

    
      Rael'vyn looked to Thalindra. "You would spare him? Set precedent that mortals can violate our laws without consequence?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "No." Thalindra's voice hardened. "Consequences there must be. But execution serves no purpose here." She turned to Akilliz. "Here is my judgment."
    

    
      
    

    
      The chamber fell silent.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The Lightspire Bloom shall be confiscated. It belongs to our sacred groves and cannot remain in mortal hands. The sacred dew likewise. Thou art banished from Luminael, never to return on pain of death. No training within our halls. No second audience. This is mercy, more than most receive."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz's heart sank. "Please. The Bloom is all I have left of her. It's proof I tried. Please don't—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "It is decided." Thalindra gestured.
    

    
      
    

    
      Two guards moved to the table. One lifted the Bloom with careful hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No!" Akilliz lunged forward. Strong hands caught him. Held him back. "That's mine! I earned it! I climbed that mountain! Please!"
    

    
      
    

    
      The guards pulled him backward. The one holding the Bloom turned and walked toward a side door, its light fading as distance grew between them.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Please," Akilliz said again, voice breaking. "It's all I have left of her."
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra's voice softened. "Thou hast thy mother's journal. Her recipes and knowledge. The Bloom must return to sacred soil where it belongs."
    

    
      
    

    
      She nodded to the guards holding him. "Escort him to the gates. See that he departs unharmed."
    

    
      
    

    
      They hauled Akilliz toward the door. He didn't fight. Couldn't. All the strength had gone out of him.
    

    
      
    

    
      At the threshold, Thalindra called out.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Child."
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned, barely.
    

    
      
    

    
      She stood from her seat and stepped close enough that only he could hear. Her voice dropped to a whisper.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thou art on the right road, yet the wrong path was taken."
    

    
      
    

    
      She straightened before he could respond.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Take him."
    

    
      
    

    
      The guards pulled him into the corridor. Through gleaming streets where elves watched with cold curiosity. Past fountains that sang and gardens that bloomed impossibly bright. Back toward the silver gates.
    

    
      
    

    
      The gates closed behind him with a soft, final hum.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stood alone in the vast field. Grass stretched endless toward the Mistwood's dark line. The sun climbed higher, warm on his shoulders despite the emptiness in his chest.
    

    
      
    

    
      He sank to his knees in the grass.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra's whisper turned over and over in his mind.
    

    
      
    

    
      T
      hou art on the right road, yet the wrong path was taken
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      He sat there long enough that the dew dried on the grass around him. Then he stood. His legs shook but held.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked back at the gates once. Silver and final in the morning light.
    

    
      
    

    
      He touched the hammer charm.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he turned south and kept walking. Because going home meant it was over.
    

    
      
    

    
      And it wasn't over.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 10: Aura
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Dawn bled across the horizon in bruised purples and golds, none of it touching the chill sinking into Akilliz's bones.
    

    
      
    

    
      He had lost everything he came for.
    

    
      
    

    
      The gates of Luminael stood silent behind him. He caught himself pressing his nails into his palms until the sting steadied him, until the world stopped tilting. He breathed through it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Stupid. Who was I kidding?
    

    
      
    

    
      His left arm hung useless at his side, any attempt to lift it sending white light screaming through the muscle. He almost didn't notice the flowers.
    

    
      
    

    
      Scattered along the path in clusters of pale blue and soft gold, unfamiliar petals shined a little too brightly. Luminael's herbs, he realized.
    

    
      
    

    
      They seem to absorb the city's magic. Or maybe the magic in the soil below. Fascinating.
    

    
      
    

    
      His fingers itched before his mind caught up.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz glanced back at the gates. Distant shimmer. No elves watching. They took the Bloom. Defiance rose through his chest, surprising him with its heat.
    

    
      
    

    
      I'll figure out your secrets, Luminael.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kneeling pulled a gasp from him, fresh warmth seeping through the bandage as the motion tore at his shoulder. Bleeding again, he worked quickly — a gold flower first, then silver-veined leaves that resembled Moonbell, then violet buds that hummed at his touch. Each one tucked into his cloak before guilt could catch up with his hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rising before it could root him in place, he started walking.
    

    
      
    

    
      The field wasn't finished with him. A gnarled root caught his boot and sent him crashing forward, the impact driving the air from his lungs and his shoulder into fresh agony. Face down in the grass for a moment, he tasted blood where he'd bitten through his lip.
    

    
      
    

    
      "STUPID!" The word tore out of him, raw and too loud for the empty field.
    

    
      
    

    
      Scrambling to his knees, he fumbled for the stolen herbs with shaking hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      Test before you trust, Aki. Skin first, then tongue.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rubbing an emerald leaf against his wrist raised a red welt immediately and he tossed it aside with a curse. The mint-scented sprig brought no sting — only a cool tingle spreading up his arm like good news. He chewed a tiny piece cautiously, bracing for the worst.
    

    
      
    

    
      Warmth spread across his tongue. The bleeding in his lip slowed and stopped, the split skin knitting whole with a faint crispness of pine needle tea in his mouth.
    

    
      
    

    
      "By the Nine," he breathed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Gathering more of the herb, he reached into his pack for a vial — and his fingers found something that hadn't been there before.
    

    
      
    

    
      A loaf of bread, wrapped in cloth so fine and white it seemed to generate its own quiet light.
    

    
      
    

    
      He sat very still for a moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      The weave was closer than silk, finer than anything the markets of Lumara had ever seen. Unfolding it carefully revealed bread inside — small and golden, seeds dusted across its surface smelling of nuts and warm honey. Tucked against its crust, a slip of parchment bore three words in script that flowed like water.
    

    
      
    

    
      Walk with light.
    

    
      
    

    
      No signature. He didn't need one.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra. A mercy slipped into his pack while the Sentinels debated his fate, hidden where cold eyes couldn't see it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Testing the cloth on reflex, he wiped his dirty hands across the surface and shook it once. Every speck of grime fell away into the grass, leaving the weave pristine.
    

    
      
    

    
      Self-cleaning. Gods.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ma would have loved this.
    

    
      
    

    
      The thought arrived without the usual accompanying grief — just warmth, simple and clean. Nibbling a corner of the bread, he felt steadiness spread through him like the first fire of winter, the kind that reaches the bones.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm still fighting, Ma," he said quietly, and tucked it away.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then the Mistwood swallowed him whole.
    

    
      
    

    
      One moment he was crossing open ground beneath a bruised sky, and then the trees were simply there — silver-barked and ancient beyond reckoning. Sapphire mist drifted down from the high branches, pooling around his ankles and rising as evening deepened, until he walked through blue fog to his knees. Every step sent slow ripples through the light.
    

    
      
    

    
      Pressing his hand against a trunk as wide as several wagons, he felt it groan beneath his palm — the sound traveling up through the wood and into his bones, low and unnatural.
    

    
      
    

    
      Just trees. Big trees.
    

    
      
    

    
      Small lights threaded through the mist ahead, violet and emerald, weaving between trunks in patterns. His feet followed before his mind gave permission.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sounds prickled at his neck — rustling leaves, a distant howl, the snap of a twig close enough that his hand found Frostbane's hilt and stayed there. A shadow lunged from the fog and he went rigid, blade half drawn, his shoulder screaming in protest.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was a fox. Red fur shimmering, ember eyes staring back at him for one moment, then vanishing into the roots.
    

    
      
    

    
      He laughed, short and shaky.
    

    
      
    

    
      One light separated from the rest, erratic and anxious, falling through the mist like a star that couldn't decide on a direction. Following it, he moved through the blue dark until it vanished behind a gnarled root cluster at the base of a massive tree.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lunging, palms scraping moss, he felt his shoulder tear. Warm blood leaked into his tunic yet he barely registered the pain.
    

    
      
    

    
      There, curled against the roots, was a fairy no bigger than his thumb.
    

    
      
    

    
      He saw the problem instantly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her glow flickered like an ember. One wing was perfect and whole. The other hung torn, the delicate membrane split in a jagged wound. Her tears fell in tiny drops that scattered light across the moss beneath her.
    

    
      
    

    
      She pressed herself behind a curling leaf when she saw him, trembling so hard the leaf trembled with her.
    

    
      
    

    
      The little fairy was dying.
    

    
      
    

    
      He knelt slowly, biting back the sound his shoulder wanted to make, and held his hands out open, palms up, the way you'd approach something wild and frightened.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I mean no harm," he said quietly. "Can I help you?"
    

    
      
    

    
      A voice brushed his mind, melodic and fragmented as wind chimes in a storm.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wing… hurt… spreading…
    

    
      
    

    
      The blackness had reached halfway up the membrane, consuming the shimmer, eating toward the base where wing met her body.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sitting cross-legged in the moss, he unslung his pack and took stock. Strange plants grew nearby in clusters — fine threads rising from central stems, each tipped with a bead of sapphire dew. At each center rested a single drop larger than the rest.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This could work," he murmured, plucking three with gentle fingers. The drops fell into his mortar singing soft crystalline notes, each one a small pure sound.
    

    
      
    

    
      He glanced at the fairy still pressed behind her leaf. "I've never seen your kind before. You're like a star that decided to come down and have a look around."
    

    
      
    

    
      Her glow steadied. The trembling slowed, and after a moment she gave a tiny nod.
    

    
      
    

    
      Bracing the mortar against his knee he ground the stolen herbs, added the gold flower and mint-scented sprig, then mixed them with the dew. Humming before he realized it, he had begun the melody of Lumara's dawn, pouring his grief into it, his defiance, his desperate need to mend this one small fragile thing when he'd failed to mend everything that mattered.
    

    
      
    

    
      The paste began to glow gold.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Light to light, wing to flight,
    

    
      Mend the tear in star-kissed night,
    

    
      Heart to heart, heal the plight,
    

    
      Dawn returns in silver light."
    

    
      
    

    
      Then it sizzled.
    

    
      
    

    
      The gold curdled to black and the smell that rose from the mortar was burnt sugar and copper, acrid enough to make him flinch back. His hum died instantly and the fairy's glow dimmed in response, the blackness on her wing spreading as if encouraged by his failure.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No." Scraping the ruined paste out with shaking hands, he checked the journal with unsteady fingers, flipping through every page.
    

    
      
    

    
      Nothing about fairies.
    

    
      
    

    
      He tried again with a different ratio and a coarser grind.
    

    
      
    

    
      The paste turned grey.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      That color. That exact lifeless grey.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Not again," he whispered. "I have to think harder."
    

    
      
    

    
      The fairy had gone still, and a voice arrived soft and quiet, which was worse than if it had been cruel.
    

    
      
    

    
      You're watching another one slip away.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Help me." The words scraped out of him. "What am I missing?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Everything has a price, child. What will you offer for this being's life?
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at the fairy's fading light. At the grey paste spread uselessly across the mortar. At the journal lying open to a page with no answers.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It doesn't matter," 
      he said. "
      Just tell me how to save her."
    

    
      
    

    
      A pause stretched long enough that he thought it wouldn't answer.
    

    
      
    

    
      Blood. Three drops into the mixture. I will do the rest
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      "Just blood
      ?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Of course.
    

    
      
    

    
      The fairy's light guttered like a candle someone had cupped their hand around.
    

    
      
    

    
      Drawing the knife and pressing the edge to his palm, he made three clean slices — controlled and deliberate, a healer's cuts, not a desperate man's stab. Blood welled hot and immediate. He held his hand over the mortar and counted.
    

    
      
    

    
      One drop. Two. Three.
    

    
      
    

    
      The grey paste rippled where each one landed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sing.
    

    
      
    

    
      He meant every word, every note, dragged up from somewhere below language.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Light to light, wing to flight,
    

    
      Mend the tear in Mistwood night,
    

    
      Heart to heart, restore the might,
    

    
      Dawn returns in healing light."
    

    
      
    

    
      The paste surged. Grey collapsed inward and vanished, replaced by deep radiant blue — not the pale imitation of earlier, but something true.
    

    
      
    

    
      Relief hit him so hard he nearly dropped the mortar.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thank you," he gasped.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not yet.
    

    
      
    

    
      Testing on himself first, he spread the blue paste across the arrow’wound and braced for whatever came.
    

    
      
    

    
      Heat bloomed. Not the gentle warmth of good medicine but something fiercer, like pressing the wound to a hearthstone. Charred edges began to slough away in thin black flakes, the smell turning his stomach, but beneath the char new tissue grew. Pink again. The swelling pulled back. The crater closed to a raised ropy scar, angry and permanent-looking, but sealed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lifting the arm brought pain but he could move it. The white-hot paralysis that had gripped him since the arrow was gone.
    

    
      
    

    
      Surface healing. But enough.
    

    
      
    

    
      Crawling to the fairy with the mortar, he found her barely moving, the blackness two-thirds up her wing now, reaching for the base.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm going to help you," he said. "It may sting. But I promise it'll work."
    

    
      
    

    
      She looked up at him with opal eyes and he saw the trust there. She was fragile, and trusted him freely. He touched the paste to her wing with the lightest brush of his fingertip.
    

    
      
    

    
      A small sound escaped her, soft as a surprised 
      oh
      . Her tiny face scrunched and she squeezed her eyes shut, but she didn't pull away. She was brave in the way that only very small things can be brave, with nothing to protect them except faith in someone else's hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm sorry," he whispered. "Almost done."
    

    
      
    

    
      The sting faded. Warmth spread through the membrane as the torn edges drew together. Tissue knit whole again, the blackness retreating. The fairy watched her own wing rebuild itself with pure astonishment.
    

    
      
    

    
      When it finished, she erupted.
    

    
      
    

    
      Violet light blazed from her small body, brilliant as a struck flint in darkness, and she launched into the air, spiraling above him in loops of sheer joy, laughing, each pass scattering warm light through the sapphire mist.
    

    
      
    

    
      He smiled. The first real smile in days, pulled out of him without permission by the simple fact of watching something live that had been dying.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he saw it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Threading through the newly healed wing, barely visible against the shimmer of restored membrane, ran a single black vein as thin as spider silk.
    

    
      
    

    
      She didn't notice.
    

    
      
    

    
      He had.
    

    
      
    

    
      He'd saved her life and marked her too.
    

    
      
    

    
      She floated down, landed on his knee, and looked up at him.
    

    
      
    

    
      You saved me! Thank you—
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm happy to help," he managed.
    

    
      
    

    
      She nuzzled his uninjured hand, tiny body warm as a coal, then noticed the cloth wrapped around his palm and her expression shifted to something fierce and focused.
    

    
      
    

    
      Hurt?
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's nothing."
    

    
      
    

    
      She didn't accept that. Landing on the wrapped hand she pressed her tiny palms flat against the cloth and her glow shifted, turning inward with concentration.
    

    
      
    

    
      Warmth spread through his palm. The bleeding stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      Unwrapping it slowly, he found the cuts sealed but not quite right. The edges were raised and blackened, and beneath the skin, tracing upward from each sealed wound toward his wrist, ran black veins. Fine as thread. Unmistakable.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Helps!" She radiated pride, spinning in a small delighted oblivious circle.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at his hand. At the black veins beneath his skin and the matching vein in her wing she couldn't see and he couldn't tell her about.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You saved me too," he said, voice rough with things he wasn't saying. "Thank you."
    

    
      
    

    
      She beamed and spun another circle.
    

    
      
    

    
      They sat together in the Mistwood's quiet, sapphire mist curling around them, and for a little while neither moved. The lights that had led him here drifted at a distance. The trees breathed slow and deep.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What's your name?" he asked eventually.
    

    
      
    

    
      She cocked her head, considered the question with seriousness, then shrugged — a gesture so entirely human it startled a smile out of him.
    

    
      
    

    
      I not... not have a name. I have… a sound?
    

    
      
    

    
      "Can I hear it?"
    

    
      
    

    
      She opened her mouth and let out a crystalline chime, pure and clear, rising and falling in a melody that seemed to hold everything she was — joy, light, the innocence of something that had never been asked to be otherwise. It faded and left the forest feeling richer for having held it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How about Aura?" he said. "Because every time you glow, it's the first thing I see."
    

    
      
    

    
      Her entire being ignited. Launching from his knee, she filled the air above him with gold and violet light, spiraling and looping in pure delight.
    

    
      
    

    
      Aura! Aura! I— AURA!
    

    
      
    

    
      He laughed, watching her celebrate in the dark of the Mistwood while the mist caught her light and threw it back from a hundred directions.
    

    
      
    

    
      Diving back to his shoulder, still glowing fierce, she wrestled with something at her side — a ring, crystal and nearly as large as she was, a purple gem at its center. She lifted it with her whole body's effort, wings beating hard, losing altitude despite everything she had.
    

    
      
    

    
      This... heavy... but yours!
    

    
      
    

    
      It dropped into his palm. He felt its warmth immediately. Carved into the band was flowing script he couldn't read, but inscribed upon it was a single word.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What does it say?"
    

    
      
    

    
      She landed on his wrist to catch her breath, folding her wings with the dignity of someone who had not just nearly crashed, then searched for the translation.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Vael'kyn
      ." A pause. "
      Means... friend marked? Friend claimed? You mine now. I yours. Always know where you are. Where I am. Friends."
    

    
      
    

    
      He slipped it onto his finger. It resized without fuss, settling warm against his skin. Through it he felt her — a distant brightness, a presence small and certain, connected to him like a coal held in cupped hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      Aura's glow pulsed in perfect sync with the ring's warmth.
    

    
      
    

    
      S
      ee? Feel me! I feel you! Friends always
      !
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll protect you," he said. "I swear it."
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn't mention the black vein in her wing or his own spreading mark. He accepted her gift with both hands and carried the guilt quietly, the way he was learning to carry everything.
    

    
      
    

    
      She brushed his nose with a spark of magic, warmth spreading brief and bright across his face. With a soft pop she transformed into a mote of purple light, hovering at his shoulder like a small star.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Can you show me the way out?" he asked. "I'm lost."
    

    
      
    

    
      The mote bobbed once and began drifting deeper into the wood. He followed, cradling his scarred hand against his chest, the ache in his shoulder a steady companion, moving forward because there was nothing useful left behind him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Hours passed in the blue dark, measured in footsteps and Aura's light. Blood loss pulled at him, making itself known in his swimming vision and the way each step required more intention than the last.
    

    
      
    

    
      She stayed close, pulsing softly whenever he slowed.
    

    
      
    

    
      When the trees finally began to thin and the mist to lighten, he almost didn't trust it. But the sky appeared and then the forest opened like a curtain drawn aside by careful hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      A village, hidden under starlight. Houses of curved wood glowed with luminescent moss climbing their walls. Vine-carved arches hummed faint with old runes, and the smell of spiced stew and warm bread drifted through the cool air, his body responding to it before his mind had finished processing what he was seeing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Figures emerged from the shadows — elves with silver-streaked hair standing beside weathered humans and half-breeds who carried both bloodlines in their faces. They froze when they saw him, eyes moving from his face to his sword to the purple fairy hovering at his shoulder.
    

    
      
    

    
      More elves. His heart sank.
    

    
      
    

    
      His legs made the decision his pride wouldn't. They gave out slowly, as gracefully as anything that tired can manage, and catching himself against the nearest tree with his good arm, he stayed there — upright by the narrowest of margins, vision darkening at the edges, watching the figures draw closer through the mist.
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn't have anything left for another trial.
    

    
      
    

    
      But he didn't fall, either.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 11: Twilight Forest
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The figures emerging from shadows wore simple clothes patched with care, faces etched with toil and quiet defiance. Elves with silver-streaked hair stood beside humans with weathered skin and half-breeds who blended both. They froze as one, gazes fixed on him in suspicion.
    

    
      
    

    
      A murmur rippled through the crowd. Hands tightened on tools and staffs. Eyes dropped to the sword at his hip.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz raised his palms slowly. "I mean no harm."
    

    
      
    

    
      A woman's voice cut sharp from the crowd. "You carry a blade and yet claim peace?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Before he could answer, a child burst forward. A half-elven boy with tousled curls and wide amber eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      "WHOA!" The boy skidded to a stop, pointing. "Is that — can I — that's a FAE RING! A REAL ONE!" He bounced on his toes. "Can I touch it? I won't break it! I'll be so careful! Da, can I TOUCH IT?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Aura drifted higher above his head as people pressed closer.
    

    
      
    

    
      "LOOK!" The boy's voice cracked with excitement. "There's a — it's FLYING! Da, LOOK!"
    

    
      
    

    
      The crowd stirred, heads turning upward. Aura hovered shyly, then popped into full form for a heartbeat — the tiny fairy with opal eyes shrinking back at the attention. Gasps and soft murmurs rippled through the gathered faces.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Soren." The boy's father, a burly human with a scarred cheek, stepped forward and pulled the child back. "Give the stranger space." But his gaze lingered on the ring, curiosity warring with caution.
    

    
      
    

    
      An older elf emerged from the throng, silver hair braided with beads of amber and bone. His presence stilled the murmurs.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I am Eryndor, elder of this village." His eyes were piercing yet not unkind. He gestured to the sword. "You come armed. Yet the fae trusts you. Rare, that. Speak, traveler. Who are you?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz swallowed. "I'm Akilliz, a potion-maker from Lumara. I was banished from Luminael and got lost in the mist, found her injured and managed to heal her. She gave me this ring." He gestured to the sword. "The blade's my father's work. For protection on the road. I haven't drawn it against anyone who didn't deserve it."
    

    
      
    

    
      The crowd murmured. Some faces softened. Others stayed hard.
    

    
      
    

    
      A woman with an auburn braid stepped forward, eyes sharp. "What kind of young boy travels alone with a sword and claims he means no harm?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "A desperate one," Akilliz said quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      She studied him. "The fairy wouldn't stay if you meant ill. That much is true." She glanced at Eryndor. "But we've been burned before."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Could've stolen the ring," someone muttered. "Killed the fairy and taken it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "But the fairy's RIGHT THERE!" Soren pointed at the mote, indignant. "She wouldn't stay if he was mean! Fairies KNOW! You SAID they know, Da!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Aura pulsed brighter, popped into view, darted down and nuzzled Akilliz's cheek with a soft trill.
    

    
      
    

    
      The tension broke slightly. A few people smiled. Others stayed wary.
    

    
      
    

    
      Eryndor stepped closer, examining the ring without touching. "The fae rarely show themselves, and even less so to humans. This is true." He looked up. "You're no threat. But trust must be earned, not given. You may stay tonight. Eat. Rest. Tomorrow we decide if you stay longer." He turned. "'Follow Lira there." He pointed to a woman at the crowd's edge, silver-flecked eyes already assessing the stranger. "She'll see you settled."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thank you," Akilliz said, relief loosening something tight in his chest.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Don't thank me yet." Eryndor's tone was firm. "You'll work for your keep if you stay."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lira stepped forward. "Come on then. You look half dead." She turned and walked without waiting.
    

    
      
    

    
      Soren grabbed his hand. "Come ON! You gotta sit by me! And then — can the fairy come out again? Does she talk? Can she make sparkles?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Soren," his father warned, but smiled faintly.
    

    
      
    

    
      The hall's interior wrapped around him in warmth. Walls curved and smooth, lit by softly glowing moss lanterns that cast honeyed light over long wooden tables. Villagers took seats around him, close but not crowding. Eryndor ladled stew into a bowl and set it before him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Eat."
    

    
      
    

    
      He dug in. Warmth spread through him like something long overdue, the rich broth reaching places that had been cold for days.
    

    
      
    

    
      For a while nobody spoke. Just spoons on bowls, quiet chewing, the crackle of a fire in the corner hearth. After everything that had happened, the sound of people eating together felt like the safest thing he'd encountered since leaving Lumara.
    

    
      
    

    
      Soren broke the silence first, because of course he did.
    

    
      
    

    
      "So where you from?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Lumara. Small village, north of here."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's far!" Soren's eyes went wide. "Did you walk the WHOLE way? Did you see bandits? Did you fight 'em?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Soren," his father said. "Let the man eat."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's alright." Akilliz smiled faintly. "Yeah, I walked. Ran into some trouble but made it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lira leaned forward. "You said you were banished. What for?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Lit a fire in the Mistwood. Didn't know it was forbidden."
    

    
      
    

    
      A few people winced. Someone muttered, "Fool."
    

    
      
    

    
      "They shot you for it?" Her gaze dropped to his shoulder.
    

    
      
    

    
      "One of the Watchers. Then they burned it with my own sword and dragged me to Luminael for trial."
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence fell.
    

    
      
    

    
      Eryndor spoke quietly. "Many here know Luminael's... justice. You're not the first to find us."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz looked around the table. "Were you all cast out?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "In one way or another." Eryndor sipped from his cup. "But that's a conversation for another time. Tonight, you rest. Tomorrow, we'll see what you're made of."
    

    
      
    

    
      The meal continued in a comfortable quiet, punctuated by Soren's occasional questions and his father's patient corrections. As bowls emptied, Lira stood.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Come on. I'll show you where to sleep. Those wounds need tending."
    

    
      
    

    
      The small hut waited at the village's edge, walls curved like a protective shell. Lira stopped at the threshold.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Shirt off. Or pull it down enough."
    

    
      
    

    
      He tugged his tunic down to expose his shoulder. She went still.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You said this happened yesterday?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "It did."
    

    
      
    

    
      "This looks weeks healed." She leaned closer, examining it with silver-flecked eyes, focused and clinical.
    

    
      
    

    
      G
      et it together. She's just checking the wound.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How?" she asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "A salve. Made it in the Mistwood. Healed the fairy's wing with it, then tested it on myself."
    

    
      
    

    
      Her gaze sharpened with interest. "What did you use?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mistwood dew, the blue droplets. Mixed with herbs from Luminael's fields. And a gold flower that looked like the Lightspire Bloom."
    

    
      
    

    
      Conflict flickered across her face. "Mistwood dew is forbidden. Even out here, we're not supposed to harvest it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know," Akilliz said quietly. "But the fairy was dying. I didn't have a choice."
    

    
      
    

    
      She was silent for a moment, then nodded slowly. "Maybe I'll take some notes. For emergencies." A pause. "Can you show me the technique?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "If I stay, yeah."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We'll see." She gestured to his hands. "Let me see the rest."
    

    
      
    

    
      He held out his right hand. She unwrapped the bandage carefully, and her breath caught.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Gods. What happened here?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The wound had partially healed, but the black veins were visible now, spider-webbing from the scar up toward his wrist.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fell on it," he said, looking away. "Trying to gather herbs for the fairy. Wasn't watching where I stepped."
    

    
      
    

    
      She stared at him. "You fell. On your own knife. Hard enough to do that… to your palm."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I was in a hurry."
    

    
      
    

    
      A long moment passed. "You've got some wild stories." She spread salve on the wound anyway, movements brisk and efficient, then wrapped it with clean cloth. "Try not to fall on any more knives."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll do my best."
    

    
      
    

    
      She stood, wiping her hands. "That salve you made — if it really works like you say, that's something valuable. Don't waste it on lies."
    

    
      
    

    
      She left without waiting for an answer.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz sank onto the moss-stuffed pallet, hand throbbing dull, cheeks still warm. She hadn't believed the knife story. That much was obvious. But she hadn't pushed, and she'd dressed the wound anyway, somehow that restraint felt more significant than sympathy would have.
    

    
      
    

    
      A soft glow appeared at the shutter. He opened it. The purple mote hovered there pulsing gently.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You followed me?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Aura bobbed, then popped into form. The fairy settled on the windowsill, folding her wings.
    

    
      
    

    
      Heard your call. In my heart.
       Her voice brushed his mind like wind chimes. 
      Shy around many. But you kind.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm glad you're here."
    

    
      
    

    
      She tilted her head.
       Dark mark grows?
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at his wrapped hand. "Yeah."
    

    
      
    

    
      Open your mind. To me. Easier then.
    

    
      
    

    
      He closed his eyes and breathed slow, imagining a door cracking open somewhere in his thoughts. Warmth bloomed through it immediately, her presence small and certain and bright.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her voice cleared.
    

    
      
    

    
      Fae feel shadows on hearts. Your pact leaves trace. Black threads under skin. Grows with use. Steals light slow. Choose careful. Shadow wants more.
    

    
      
    

    
      The warning settled cold in his heart, the way true warnings do — not with drama but with quiet weight.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll watch it," he said. "Promise."
    

    
      
    

    
      She nodded, glow steadying. She trilled soft, brushed his nose with a spark of magic, and transformed back into mote form, hovering close and warm.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz lay back and stared at the curved ceiling.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tomorrow he'd earn his place.
    

    
      
    

    
      Aura settled on his shoulder like a watchful spark.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 12: Proving Grounds
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Morning light filtered soft through the hut's woven shutters, painting golden stripes across the moss-stuffed pallet. Akilliz woke to children laughing outside and the rich scent of baking bread drifting on the breeze.
    

    
      
    

    
      His hand flexed. The mark tingled, a reminder sewn into his skin.
    

    
      
    

    
      He sat up slow, rolling his shoulder. The arrow wound had progressed to smooth pink skin, only a faint ache remaining. The salve really worked.
    

    
      
    

    
      His salve.
    

    
      
    

    
      A sharp knock rattled the door.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Up, potion-maker. Daylight's wasting."
    

    
      
    

    
      The woman who filled the doorway had gray hair pulled back in a severe braid and eyes sharp as a hawk's. She looked him over once.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm Elira, known as the village alchemist. Eryndor says you're a potion-maker. Apparently even healed the fae's wing." Her tone suggested she'd believe it when she saw proof. "Come to my hut. Let us see what you are worth."
    

    
      
    

    
      She turned and walked without checking if he followed. Aura's mote darted after them.
    

    
      
    

    
      The village was waking in earnest. Smoke curled from morning cook fires. A group of half-elf women worked at a communal loom under a wide oak, laughter carrying on the breeze. Children chased each other between huts with the joy of those who'd never known war or hunger.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz breathed it in. The peace of it. The warmth.
    

    
      
    

    
      Elira's hut sat near the village edge, larger than the others, smelling of dried herbs and old smoke. Shelves lined every wall, packed tight with jars and bundles, roots hanging from the rafters. A worn wooden table dominated the center, its surface scarred from years of grinding and mixing.
    

    
      
    

    
      She gestured to five clay pots arranged in a neat row.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Identify these. Tell me their uses. If you guess, I'll know."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stepped closer. This was familiar ground — Ma had tested him the same way before he was tall enough to reach the garden's back rows.
    

    
      
    

    
      The first was easy. Pale and delicate with distinctive veins. "Silverleaf. For infections and wound cleaning. Brew it weak or it burns."
    

    
      
    

    
      Elira's expression didn't change. "Next."
    

    
      
    

    
      Dark roots. He lifted one, sniffed. "Feverfew. Breaks fevers, eases headaches. Steep it long and low, never boil."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Next."
    

    
      
    

    
      Small yellow flowers, petals closed tight. He rubbed one between his fingers and the scent hit familiar, like summer evenings and Ma's bedtime teas. "Chamomile. Calms the body, helps sleep. Also binds other herbs together in complex brews."
    

    
      
    

    
      A flicker of approval crossed Elira's face. "Next."
    

    
      
    

    
      Purple berries he didn't recognize. He turned one over, studied the stem attachment, the skin's texture. Sniffed it carefully.
    

    
      
    

    
      Nothing. No memory sparked.
    

    
      
    

    
      I shouldn't guess. Honesty's better than false confidence.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't know this one," he admitted, meeting her eyes. "Never seen it before."
    

    
      
    

    
      Elira's stern expression softened just a fraction. "Good. Truthful words are worth more than false claim. It prevents loss of unnecessary life." She plucked one from the pot and showed him the small white mark at its base. "Winterbane berry. Rare this far south. Stops bleeding fast, but too much and the blood won't clot at all. White mark — Winterbane. No mark — Nightshade. That one kills outright."
    

    
      
    

    
      He committed it to memory.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Last one."
    

    
      
    

    
      Thin dark leaves, oily, smelling of earth and metal. Ma had mentioned something like this once, in passing. Something about purging.
    

    
      
    

    
      The demon's voice slithered soft.
       Bloodroot. Causes vomiting to purge poison. Three leaves, no more.
    

    
      
    

    
      The knowledge arrived certain and complete.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Bloodroot," he said. "Purges poison from the stomach. Three leaves steeped, no more, or the cure's worse than the poison."
    

    
      
    

    
      Elira's eyebrows rose. "Where did you learn that? It's not common knowledge, even among trained healers."
    

    
      
    

    
      "My mother," he managed.
    

    
      
    

    
      She held his gaze for another heartbeat, then nodded. "Five for five, counting the honest 'I don't know.' Better than most who've studied twice as long." She pulled down a small copper pot and a bundle of dried herbs. "Now brew me a Feverfew Kiss. Takes ten minutes if you know what you're doing."
    

    
      
    

    
      She stepped back and watched.
    

    
      
    

    
      His hands moved automatically, muscle memory from brews with Ma. He began grinding the feverfew medium-coarse, the rhythmic scrape of pestle on stone a welcome comfort. Next, water added to the pot, set over the small brazier with the flame adjusted carefully — too close and it would scorch, too far and it wouldn't steep properly.
    

    
      
    

    
      A tune rose unbidden from his throat as he worked, a morning melody Ma had taught him, the one that helped bind essence and intent. His hands were moving counterclockwise as he stirred, three rotations, then a pause to add a pinch of chamomile — smoothing the bitterness, balancing the heat. The color shifted from pale yellow to soft gold, steam rising with the scent of summer fields.
    

    
      
    

    
      He let it steep exactly two minutes, then strained it carefully into a clay cup. No grounds, no sediment. Clear and pure.
    

    
      
    

    
      Elira took it without a word. Sipped once. Her eyes widened fractionally.
    

    
      
    

    
      She sipped again, slower, as if tasting memory itself.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This taste." She trailed off, staring at the cup. "That hum. The counterclockwise stir. The chamomile balance." Her gaze snapped to him, sudden and sharp. "Who did you say your mother was?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Elowen. Elowen of Lumara."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Elowen..." Elira's brow furrowed. Then recognition dawned. "What did she look like?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Golden hair, soft features. Kind smile." He paused, throat tightening. "Green eyes. Like a field catching sunlight. You always knew when she was looking at you."
    

    
      
    

    
      Color drained from Elira's face. The cup trembled in her hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You knew her," Akilliz breathed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye." The word came out rough. "Eighteen winters past. Gods, has it been so long?"
    

    
      
    

    
      She set the cup down with care that bordered on reverence.
    

    
      
    

    
      "My daughter, my Sera, had a fever that wouldn't break. Three days of burning, delirious, seeing spirits that weren't there. We thought we'd lose her." Elira's voice cracked. "I'd tried everything. Every herb I knew, every technique, even a prayer to Aurelia and the Nine. Nothing worked. The fever just climbed higher."
    

    
      
    

    
      She pressed a hand to her mouth, composing herself.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then this stranger appeared at my door. Barely more than a girl herself. She couldn't have been older than twenty, but with hands that knew their craft. Those caring eyes looked at Sera and just... knew. Like she could see the sickness itself."
    

    
      
    

    
      Elira picked up the cup again and stared into it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "She brewed this exact potion. I watched her work and it was like watching the real kind of magic, not spells or runes, just perfect knowledge wed to perfect care." Her voice dropped to a whisper. "Sera drank it and the fever broke within the hour. By morning she was asking for breakfast."
    

    
      
    

    
      A tear traced down Elira's weathered cheek.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I offered Elowen everything. Coin, food, a place to stay as long as she wanted. She took nothing. Stayed one night, then vanished with the dawn mist before I could even say a proper thanks."
    

    
      
    

    
      She looked at Akilliz differently now, something like wonder mixing with old gratitude.
    

    
      
    

    
      "She saved my daughter, and here you are, all these winters later, brewing with her hands."
    

    
      
    

    
      She reached across and gripped his shoulder. "Your mother was a master, boy. A true healer. The kind that comes once in a generation." She squeezed once, fierce. "You've got her gift. Raw and untrained, but it's there. Don't waste it. She'd want you to go further."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm trying," Akilliz managed. "That's why I went to Luminael."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And they cast you out." Disgust colored her tone. "Fools, the lot of them. Too busy polishing their purity to recognize real talent."
    

    
      
    

    
      She turned back to her shelves, but not before he caught her wiping at her eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      Stepping outside into the bright morning sun, Akilliz felt Aura settle warm on his shoulder.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      You used me,"
       the demon purred. "
      And it worked perfectly.
      "
    

    
      
    

    
      "I didn't ask for your help," he muttered, and walked before it could answer.
    

    
      
    

    
      Soren found him minutes later, appearing around a corner at full sprint with Kaela close behind.
    

    
      
    

    
      "There you are! Come ON, Theron wants to meet you! He's the blacksmith and he made my Da's sword and he can make ANYTHING and—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Kaela tugged his sleeve, quieter. "Soren wouldn't stop talking about you all morning."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Did NOT!"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Did too. You said 'fairy friend' like a hundred times."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Only 'cause it's TRUE!" Soren grabbed Akilliz's hand and pulled. "Come ON!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Laughing, Akilliz let himself be dragged through the village. Past gardens bursting with growth. An old human man carving a walking stick waved as they passed. "That's the fairy friend, then? Welcome, lad."
    

    
      
    

    
      Finnian the hunter stood near a smoking rack of fish, arms crossed, eyes tracking Akilliz's path. Not hostile, just watchful. Their eyes met and Finnian nodded slow, then went back to his work.
    

    
      
    

    
      Theron's forge sat at the village's eastern edge, a larger structure of stone and timber with a chimney breathing lazy gray smoke. The ring of hammer on anvil echoed steady, a rhythm Akilliz knew bone-deep.
    

    
      
    

    
      Inside, the heat rolled thickly. A half-elven man worked the bellows, dark brown hair tied back from a face lined with concentration. He looked up as they entered, eyes fixing immediately on the sword at Akilliz's hip.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fine blade, young man. I saw it earlier," Theron said, setting his hammer down. "May I?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz offered it hilt-first. Theron took it with both hands, examining it with a craftsman's reverence.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The smith knew exactly who would carry this," he murmured. "Made it for your height, your reach, your strength." He held it up to the forge-light. "Who forged it, if I may ask?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "My father. Torin of Lumara. We made it together before I set out."
    

    
      
    

    
      Theron's eyebrows rose. "A masterwork. A song of steel made by a father and his son." He shook his head slowly. "You're carrying more than a weapon. You know that, right?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz's throat tightened. He nodded.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good lad." Theron handed it back with care. "Edge is dulled though, and there's a nick here that'll spread if not addressed. Let me sharpen it proper. A weapon this fine deserves maintenance."
    

    
      
    

    
      They talked while Theron worked, forge-craft, fathers, and the satisfaction of making things that lasted. Soren and Kaela sat nearby, watching with the fascination children have for skilled hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I miss him," Akilliz said, at some point. "Makes me sad he's alone."
    

    
      
    

    
      Theron kept his eyes on the blade. "A man who'd forge something like this for his boy loves you fierce. He knows a son has to find his own path."
    

    
      
    

    
      When the blade was sharp enough to split falling silk, Theron handed it back. "Keep it close. Good steel's rarer than gold, son."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aura?" Akilliz said as they were leaving. "Want to say hello?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The mote popped into view, hovering between them. Soren and Kaela gasped in perfect unison.
    

    
      
    

    
      "She's so PRETTY!" Kaela breathed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Can she do tricks? Can she make sparkles?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Aura darted in a playful loop, trailing purple light, and the children erupted in delighted chaos. Akilliz smiled and let them have their moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That means he's good," Kaela said solemnly, watching Aura spiral. "Fairies always know."
    

    
      
    

    
      The afternoon dissolved into honest labor. Bram the farmer needed help hauling water from the well to the gardens, and Akilliz joined the chain of villagers passing buckets, arms burning, sweat soaking his tunic.
    

    
      
    

    
      The rhythm felt good. No magic or demon whispers. Just effort and the satisfaction of watching garden rows darken with moisture.
    

    
      
    

    
      Soren and Kaela had invented a game involving Aura that seemed to have no rules and infinite energy.
    

    
      
    

    
      When the last bucket was emptied, Bram clapped him on the shoulder with a hand like a bear's paw. "You work hard for an outsider. Almost makes me forget you're not one of us."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Almost?" Akilliz grinned.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Can't make it too easy. Where's the fun in that?" Bram's answering grin took any sting from the words. "You've got a good back and you don't complain. That's worth more than fancy magic here."
    

    
      
    

    
      Across the garden, Finnian stood checking his hunting snares, eyes tracking Akilliz for a moment before returning to his work.
    

    
      
    

    
      As the sun descended the village transformed, lanterns strung between huts, long tables carried out, food appearing from every direction until the whole clearing shimmered soft under captured starlight.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lira passed by with an armload of woven placemats. "You're starting to fit in around here. Even if your clothes look like rags."
    

    
      
    

    
      He glanced down at his tunic. "These are the nicest clothes I own."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's... actually sad." She laughed. "We'll fix that."
    

    
      
    

    
      Eryndor stood at the head of the long tables and raised a clay cup.
    

    
      
    

    
      "To survival," he called. "To sanctuary. To those who find us in the mist and choose to stay."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Shal'ethar!" the crowd answered as one.
    

    
      
    

    
      The festival began.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz found himself seated between Soren and Gavren, plate piled high with food he didn't remember accepting. Laughter rose around him like warmth from a fire.
    

    
      
    

    
      Soren peppered him with questions between enormous bites of honeycake. Aura investigated a piece on Soren's plate, took a tiny bite, and glowed brighter with apparent delight. The children at the table erupted.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What's her name?" Kaela asked quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aura."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's the prettiest name I ever heard," she whispered, then went pink and looked at her plate.
    

    
      
    

    
      Music started somewhere down the table, a fiddle's bright cry joined by a flute and the steady heartbeat of a drum. Villagers rose from benches and moved between the tables, bodies following the music's joy.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lira appeared at his shoulder. "Come on. You can't sit all night."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't know how to dance," he protested.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Neither does anyone else. That's the whole point." She grabbed his hand and pulled him up before he could argue, her callused palm warm against his.
    

    
      
    

    
      The packed earth between tables swallowed them. She spun him into the rhythm, laughing when he stumbled, catching him when he nearly tripped over his own feet.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Just move!" she called over the music. "There's no wrong way!"
    

    
      
    

    
      And there wasn't. Around them, villagers spun and stomped and swayed with abandon, an elderly elf woman dancing with a human boy barely tall enough to reach her waist, Theron swinging Elira in wide circles despite her protests.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz felt the music carry him. He let himself forget Luminael's marble and the demon's whispers. He let himself be sixteen, alive and part of something warm.
    

    
      
    

    
      As the music wound into slower melodies, Elara tapped her walking stick three times against the ground and conversations quieted. Children rushed to sit cross-legged at her feet.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her eyes were milky with age but seemed to see past the present moment into somewhere distant.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Tell me, young children, do you know how you came by those pointed ears?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Soren's hand shot up. "We're elves!"
    

    
      
    

    
      "But why are we elves? That's the question." Elara's smile was mischievous. "Once, long ago, we were human. Just like young Akilliz here."
    

    
      
    

    
      Gasps rippled through the children. Several turned to stare at him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No way!" Kaela breathed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The humans lived here, in this very forest, blessed by Aurelia's light. They built villages, raised families, worshiped the Goddess who kept them safe." Her voice dropped with weight. "Then the mountain began to grow."
    

    
      
    

    
      She pointed with her walking stick toward where Frosthelm loomed beyond the canopy.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Frosthelm. Rising from the earth like a blade piercing the sky. And from it came dark things, creatures of shadow and hunger." She paused as the children stared transfixed. "Then, without word — they fell upon the villages like wolves on sheep!"
    

    
      
    

    
      The room gasped.
    

    
      
    

    
      "They began killing without mercy, without reason."
    

    
      
    

    
      Soren had gone very still beside him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The humans fought bravely. With spears and arrows, with courage and determination. But mortal weapons couldn't stop them and human flesh wasn't strong enough."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Did they all die?" Kaela whispered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "They would have." Elara's voice softened. "But Aurelia loved them. Loved their bravery, their kindness to each other, their songs and laughter even in the face of darkness. So she blessed the bravest warriors and gave them long life, healing, strength beyond mortal measure to stand against the tide."
    

    
      
    

    
      "She turned them into elves!" a boy near the back called out.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye. Three days and three nights they fought at Frosthelm's foot, blood soaking the ground, screams echoing off the mountain. But slowly, slowly, the darkness was driven back." She paused, and the fire seemed to burn brighter in the silence. "When it was done, Aurelia herself walked among them, wept for those lost, and blessed those that remained. Helped the survivors build Luminael, a great city of light to stand eternal watch against the mountain's shadow."
    

    
      
    

    
      Eryndor's voice joined from across the fire. "And every year, the city celebrates the Festival of Light to remember that victory."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yet they don't remember where they came from," Gavren muttered. Bitterness edged the words.
    

    
      
    

    
      Elara's blind eyes seemed to find him across the flames. "No. They don't. Pride grows in the cracks where gratitude should live."
    

    
      
    

    
      She smiled at the children. "Now off with you. To bed before your parents drag you there by your pointed ears."
    

    
      
    

    
      Groans rose, but the children dispersed chattering into the dark.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz sat with Eryndor and Gavren, watching the fire burn to coals.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Do you think it's true?" Akilliz asked. "The story?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "True enough," Eryndor said. "The holy books in Luminael tell the same tale, though they leave out the part about being human first."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Convenient," Gavren muttered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Power likes to forget it was ever powerless." Eryndor sipped his drink, and the conversation drifted to other things — harvest predictions, repairs before winter, whose turn it was to maintain the well. Comfortable, mundane things that made Akilliz's heart ache with how normal it all felt.
    

    
      
    

    
      The festival wound down slow, children carried to bed despite protests, adults finishing last drinks and drifting toward their huts with tired smiles.
    

    
      
    

    
      Finnian appeared at Akilliz's elbow without sound.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Enjoying yourself?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yeah. This is... it's really something."
    

    
      
    

    
      Finnian glanced at Akilliz's wrapped hand. "That injury healing up proper?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Getting there."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good." Finnian's eyes held his a moment too long. "Hate to see an infection spread. Especially the kind that gets into the blood. Hard to stop once it takes root."
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he was gone, melted back into the crowd before Akilliz could respond.
    

    
      
    

    
      He made his way back through the dark village, lanterns guttering low, everything peaceful and still. Almost to his door when a small figure darted from the shadows.
    

    
      
    

    
      A young human, couldn't have been more than twenty, wild hair and panicked eyes. She clutched a bundle to her chest that shifted and whimpered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Please," she gasped. "You're the traveling healer, aren't you? The son of the one who saved Sera? My son, he's burning up and nothing works and Elira's asleep and I didn't want to wake her but he's getting worse and—"
    

    
      
    

    
      The bundle shifted. A child's face emerged, flushed dark with fever, eyes glassy and unfocused. Maybe five years old. The same rattling, desperate breathing Akilliz remembered from too many memories.
    

    
      
    

    
      His stomach dropped.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Bring him to Elira's hut," he said, already moving. "Immediately."
    

    
      
    

    
      Elira appeared at her door before he'd finished knocking, hair loose, sleep-rumpled but instantly alert the moment she saw the child.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How long?" she asked, taking the boy from his mother's arms.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Three days. Started as a cough, then the fever came. I gave him feverfew, chamomile, everything I know—" The mother's voice cracked. "Nothing helps. He just keeps burning hotter."
    

    
      
    

    
      Elira laid the child on her work table, felt his forehead, checked his pulse at throat and wrist. Her expression darkened.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fetch water. Clean cloth." She looked at Akilliz. "You. Journal. Whatever your mother taught you about breaking fevers."
    

    
      
    

    
      He pulled the journal with shaking hands and flipped through Ma's careful sections by candlelight, fevers organized by severity and symptom.
    

    
      
    

    
      Burning fever with glassy eyes and shallow breath...
    

    
      
    

    
      There. The symptoms matched.
    

    
      
    

    
      Feverfew Kiss, doubled strength. If fever persists beyond two hours, add winterbane to attack the root. If fever climbs despite treatment, consider magical origin—
    

    
      
    

    
      Magical origin.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Let me try," Akilliz said. "Feverfew Kiss first. Strong as I can make it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Elira nodded and stepped back. The mother watched with desperate hope painted across her face.
    

    
      
    

    
      His hands moved fast but carefully — feverfew ground fine for stronger extraction, double the normal amount, water set over the brazier with the flame as high as it would go. The hum rose in his throat, counterclockwise stir, chamomile added at exactly the right moment. Everything he had been taught poured into this one brew.
    

    
      
    

    
      The color turned deep gold, almost amber.
    

    
      
    

    
      He strained it quick and held the cup to the child's lips. "Drink, little guy. Just a few sips."
    

    
      
    

    
      The boy managed three swallows before turning his head away.
    

    
      
    

    
      They waited.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ten minutes. Twenty. Thirty.
    

    
      
    

    
      The flush on his cheeks didn't fade. If anything it deepened.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's not working," the mother whispered.
    

    
      
    

    
      He tried again with winterbane added, carefully measured to the exact amount the journal specified, the mixture turning pale green and astringent. The child drank more this time and kept it down.
    

    
      
    

    
      Fifteen minutes. Thirty. Forty-five.
    

    
      
    

    
      The fever climbed.
    

    
      
    

    
      An hour passed, the longest since the night Ma died. The child's lips cracked and bled, each breath coming harder than the last.
    

    
      
    

    
      Elira met his eyes across the table, and he saw it there — the knowledge, the recognition of limits.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't know what else to do," she said quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      The child's back arched suddenly. Seizure. Small body going rigid, eyes rolling back.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No!" The mother lunged forward but Elira held her back. "Let it pass. Don't restrain him or you'll hurt him worse—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Ten seconds. It felt like an eternity.
    

    
      
    

    
      When it ended the child went limp. Breathing so shallow Akilliz couldn't tell if his chest moved at all.
    

    
      
    

    
      The demon's voice came soft and seductive.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      I can help."
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      I don't need your help."
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      You can't save him with herbs alone."
    

    
      
    

    
      The child's lips were grey now, each breath a desperate rattling gasp.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Mortal remedies can't reach it without a bridge, one you know how to provide."
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      What does that mean?" Akilliz breathed
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      "Bone dust. From something dying but not yet dead."
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      You want me to kill something
      ?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      I want you to save the child. There's a bird in the rafters, wounded wing. One small life to save a larger one."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz looked up without meaning to. In the dim corner, half-hidden in shadow, a small brown bird huddled on a rafter beam. One wing hung at a wretched angle, clearly broken. Even from here he could see the pain in how it held itself.
    

    
      
    

    
      The child stopped breathing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Complete stillness.
    

    
      
    

    
      Elira moved fast, pushing on his chest. Once. Twice.
    

    
      
    

    
      A gasping breath returned. Wet and weak.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Akilliz." Elira's voice was breaking.
    

    
      
    

    
      The mother's eyes found his, drowning. "Please. Please save my son."
    

    
      
    

    
      His body moved before his mind fully decided. He grabbed a stool.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I need a moment," he said, voice hollow. "Just a moment."
    

    
      
    

    
      Climbing up, his hand closed around the small warm body. The bird didn't fight. Couldn't. It just looked at him with dark eyes that held no understanding of what was about to happen.
    

    
      
    

    
      It chirped once, soft and trusting.
    

    
      
    

    
      I'm sorry. I'm so sorry.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll be right back," he said. "Don't let him stop breathing."
    

    
      
    

    
      Behind Elira's hut, hidden in shadow, Akilliz stood alone with death in his hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      The bird's heartbeat fluttered rapidly against his palm, afraid now, sensing something wrong. It struggled weakly, the broken wing scraping against his fingers.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm sorry," he whispered, tears tracking hot down his face. "You were dying anyway. You were in pain. And he's just a child. He has his whole life—"
    

    
      
    

    
      The rationalizations tasted like ash even as he spoke them.
    

    
      
    

    
      His other hand wrapped around the small neck. The delicate bones beneath soft feathers. The fragile pulse of life.
    

    
      
    

    
      One quick twist and it's over.
    

    
      
    

    
      The heartbeat stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      The small body went still and heavy in a way that living things never are.
    

    
      
    

    
      Something inside Akilliz cracked. Not broke, not yet. Just cracked. A fissure in who he'd thought he was. A line crossed that couldn't be uncrossed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Well done
      ," the demon purred. 
      "Now finish it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz went back inside and began working in the shadows, turning away from them. Grinding the tiny bones to fine powder and trying not to hear that last soft chirp echoing in his memory.
    

    
      
    

    
      He mixed it with feverfew, winterbane, and chamomile. The color turned sickly green. Tainted.
    

    
      
    

    
      He brought it to the table on trembling legs. "This should work. But I need you to trust me."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I trust you," the mother said immediately. "Save him."
    

    
      
    

    
      Elira said nothing. Just watched with eyes that had seen too much death to look away now.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz held the cup to the child's lips. "Drink. Please. Just a little."
    

    
      
    

    
      The boy managed four swallows. The mixture smelled of copper, earth, and something darker.
    

    
      
    

    
      They waited.
    

    
      
    

    
      Two minutes. The child's breathing steadied slightly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Five minutes. Color began returning to his cheeks — pink instead of the fever's crimson.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ten minutes. The fever was breaking. Sweat beaded on the small forehead, the body's heat finally releasing instead of building.
    

    
      
    

    
      Fifteen minutes. The child's eyes fluttered open, focused, and found his mother.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mama?" Weak as spider silk but clear.
    

    
      
    

    
      The mother collapsed sobbing against the table, clutching her son to her chest, thanking Aurelia, the Nine, and Akilliz in a stream of broken incoherent gratitude.
    

    
      
    

    
      Elira pulled Akilliz into a fierce hug. "You saved him. However you did it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Relief and celebration filled the hut.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stood in the center of it feeling hollow.
    

    
      
    

    
      When they had gone, the child bundled warm against his mother's chest, already asking for water, Elira turned to face him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What was in that brew?" Voice careful. Measured. "The binding agent. What was it?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He stared at the floor. "Something that worked."
    

    
      
    

    
      A long pause. The candles flickered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That bird in my rafters," Elira said slowly. "The one with the broken wing. I noticed it's gone."
    

    
      
    

    
      His stomach dropped.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't know what you did out there," she continued, voice stripped of warmth. "And I'm not asking. Because that child lives. His mother gets to watch him grow." She paused, and when she spoke again she sounded tired. "Sometimes that has to be enough."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Does it?" The question escaped before he could stop it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It has to be." She turned to her shelves. "Because the alternative is watching children die while we stay pure. And I'm tired of purity." She touched his shoulder once, brief and firm. "Remember the cost. Whatever it was. Don't let it come easy."
    

    
      
    

    
      Then she was gathering her tools, cleaning her workspace.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stepped out into the night. The cold air hit sharp after the hut's warmth.
    

    
      
    

    
      Behind Elira's hut, in the dark where no one could see, he knelt in the dirt.
    

    
      
    

    
      He'd wrapped what remained in a scrap of cloth before grinding. Began to dig a hole with his bare hands, fingers scraping through earth and roots. Akilliz placed the cloth-wrapped bundle inside, covering it with soil. Then he found a smooth river stone and set it on top.
    

    
      
    

    
      There was nothing to say that wouldn't taste like ash.
    

    
      
    

    
      He unwrapped his hand in the moonlight.
    

    
      
    

    
      The black veins had spread, threading outward from the dagger wound in a delicate poisonous lace like roots seeking deeper soil. He flexed his fingers. The mark didn't hurt. Somehow that was worse.
    

    
      
    

    
      Aura appeared at his shoulder, dimmer than before. She materialized fully and landed on the grave marker, looking at the mark on his hand, then at him. Her glow flickered uncertain. Afraid.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I saved him," Akilliz said, voice rough. "The child lives. His mother gets to keep him."
    

    
      
    

    
      Aura didn't answer. She settled on the small stone, light pulsing soft and slow, keeping watch over something that no one else would ever know was there.
    

    
      
    

    
      He wrapped his hand again and went to his hut.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sitting on the pallet, he stared at the wall. The festival felt like it had happened years ago instead of hours. All that joy already tainted by what came after.
    

    
      
    

    
      The demon's voice arrived soft and satisfied.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      You did what she couldn't. You saved the child where she would have failed
      ."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Don't," Akilliz said. "Don't talk about her like that."
    

    
      
    

    
      "She wasn't strong enough to do what was necessary."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Shut up."
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      When sleep finally came, near dawn, he dreamed of birds. When they landed their wings were all broken, dragging in the dust. They looked at him with dark eyes that held no blame. Only questions.
    

    
      
    

    
      He tried to answer but no words came.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz woke up gasping and sweat-soaked as the pale morning light crept through the shutters. The mark pulsed faint beneath its wrapping, a second heartbeat that didn't quite match his own.
    

    
      
    

    
      Somewhere out there, a child was alive because of what he'd done.
    

    
      
    

    
      And somewhere behind Elira's hut, a small stone marked a grave that no one else would ever know existed.
    

    
      
    

    
      He sat up and wrapped his hand tighter.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 13: Earth's Heartbeat
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      A soft knock sounded at the door before Akilliz had fully risen. He wrapped his hand before answering it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Eryndor stood in the doorway, a steaming clay cup in one hand and a small basket in the other, silver braids catching the early light.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Kwe vadis," he said. "You've slept well, I trust?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz took the offered cup. The mint cleared his head, chasing the last of the night away.
    

    
      
    

    
      Eryndor settled on the low stool, gaze shifting to the fresh bandage. "You've mended yourself in the night. The salve's work?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye. Surface healing. The shoulder's smoother, but the deep ache's still there." He kept his voice steady. "Can I learn to fix that? Refine the salve into something that goes deeper?"
    

    
      
    

    
      His eyes gleamed. "You already hold the spark. But perfecting it in its truest form demands precise measurements, careful experimentation, tools few outsiders ever touch." He leaned forward. "Yet I believe you can manage it. Come, we shall work in my hut. And Akilliz, none beyond these walls must know."
    

    
      
    

    
      Eryndor's hut was larger than the others, shelves brimming with vials and roots, the air tinged with crushed herbs and ancient wood. He cleared the scarred worktable and set down a small copper cauldron.
    

    
      
    

    
      From his basket he drew out a bottle of fire, uncorking it with a practiced twist. A steady orange flame rose from the open neck, burning clean and constant without wick or fuel.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stared. "How does 
      that
       work?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The old man chuckled. "Open, it burns true. Cork it and the fire sleeps back to liquid, though a touch less each time." He demonstrated, recorking. The flame vanished, leaving warm orange fluid imperceptibly lower in the glass. "You'll learn it someday, if you ever find your way deep enough into the archives."
    

    
      
    

    
      He gestured to the ingredients. "Lay out what you have. The Vyr'elthar, the flower, your dew. We're attempting Vael'tharis, the Soul's Breath. Pure and shifting like the night sky, mending near all wounds, banishing most illness from the root." He paused. "It will test you."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz began measured and precise, grinding the Vyr'elthar leaves coarse, their silver veins releasing a sharp piney bite. The pale gold flower petals went next, crumbling to dust that caught the bottled flame's glow. He poured the Mistwood dew slowly, watching it swirl.
    

    
      
    

    
      The mixture warmed, taking on a faint blue sheen.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then the color died. Grey sludge clung stubbornly to the cauldron's sides, the smell noxious and bitter.
    

    
      
    

    
      He scraped it out and started again. Finer grind this time, dew added in a steady stream. The mix bubbled, blue deepening for a breath —
    

    
      
    

    
      Then erupted. White foam boiling over, hissing on the table, acrid steam stinging his eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      He yanked the cauldron back, coughing. "Blast it!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Eryndor watched without judgment. "Try less dew. Pour in spirals."
    

    
      
    

    
      Third attempt began with spirals, a softer grind, the color holding perfect, consistency right. He reached for a vial to decant —
    

    
      
    

    
      The blue faded. Thinning to nothing, the scent vanishing like breath on winter air.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz set the pestle down hard.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's not taking! It's the same failure every time."
    

    
      
    

    
      Eryndor nodded. "Clear your head young man. Go find Lira by the weaving arches. She's worked on something for you."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lira's hut sat open to the light, door framed in glowing moss. She looked up from her loom as he approached, hands pausing on shimmering cloth.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Perfect timing," she said, standing. "Can't send our fairy friend back looking like he crawled through thorns." She gestured to folded clothes on the table — a fancy green tunic with vine patterns, fitted trousers, soft cloak, and fine leather boots. "You earned some fresh threads."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You made all this? Really?" He flushed, taking the tunic carefully. "It's... for me?"
    

    
      
    

    
      She laughed softly. "It's nothing, really. Try it on! You can't face the spires in rags."
    

    
      
    

    
      He ducked behind a woven screen and changed quickly. When he stepped out she nodded approval, and he found somewhere else to look, his cheeks warm.
    

    
      
    

    
      They talked a while, her questions drawing out his frustrations about the brewing. Failed mixes, stubborn colors that wouldn't hold.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You've got the spark," she said. "They were blind not to see it."
    

    
      
    

    
      He swallowed, glancing up briefly before looking away. "This is too much. How do I repay you?"
    

    
      
    

    
      She pulled a thin bracelet of glowing vine thread from her pocket. "Bring me a potion before you leave. A parting gift. And don't slip away without saying goodbye."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I won't. Promise."
    

    
      
    

    
      She smiled. "Deal."
    

    
      
    

    
      Back in Eryndor's hut, the old man's eyebrow arched at the new clothes before a slow grin spread.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ah. Lira knows how to dress a young man." He chuckled. "We should burn those old things of yours. They'd be better off as ash."
    

    
      
    

    
      Smiling, Akilliz glanced at the discarded pile. "They were basically rags. The road took everything they had left."
    

    
      
    

    
      A frown formed as he hesitated, "Why would they exile someone like Lira? Just for failing a trial?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Eryndor's expression turned thoughtful. "The trials are sacred and unforgiving. Even those who study tirelessly can fail." He said it simply, without elaboration, and Akilliz understood there was more story that wasn't his to know yet.
    

    
      
    

    
      The old man noticed the dwindling dew supply and gestured toward the door. "You'll need more. The Mistwood offers, but you must ask properly. Come."
    

    
      
    

    
      They followed a narrow path to where the dew-plants grew thickest in shadow. Long fine threads rising from central stems, each tipped with suspended beads of sapphire.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Place the vials beneath," Eryndor instructed. "Whisper thanks, the forest listens."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz gathered carefully, tilting the plants so the central drops poured into empty vials, each one singing its crystalline note. When the vials were full he spoke softly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Gratitude. Shal'ethar."
    

    
      
    

    
      Eryndor smiled. "The Mistwood remembers courtesy."
    

    
      
    

    
      Back at the table, Akilliz laid out the ingredients the way Ma had taught him to arrange a workspace. Eryndor added a basket of suggestions — nettle, feverfew, sage, rosemary, and chamomile. "Old remedies, tried and true. Your eye will tell the tale. Use what calls to you."
    

    
      
    

    
      The bottled fire burned steady beneath the cauldron.
    

    
      
    

    
      He poured the dew base generously, watching it coat the bottom in a shimmering layer. Two handfuls of Vyr'elthar, ground coarse, a pinch of feverfew added alongside. He lowered the cauldron close to the flame and counted ten slow breaths as the heat rose carefully. A faint blue flickered at the edges.
    

    
      
    

    
      He raised it smoothly and crumbled the flower petals in, then lowered again for twenty counted breaths, stirring constantly while a hum started in his throat.
    

    
      
    

    
      The blue rose stronger. Held vivid. Then frothed suddenly, bitter steam stinging his eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Agh! I rushed the nettle," he said through gritted teeth.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Less fire," Eryndor said, hand steady on his shoulder. "Count the breaths slower. Feel it breathe with you."
    

    
      
    

    
      He tried again. Finer grind, a pinch of sage for clarity, rosemary to wake the essence. The hum rose naturally. He lowered the cauldron, counted ten slow breaths, watching the faint blue flicker at the edges. Then, raised it smooth as he added the flower whole, petals crumbling softly. Finallu, he lowered it for twenty deliberate breaths, the song weaving through every motion.
    

    
      
    

    
      The cool blue deepened, vivid, swirling on its own. Stars began to shine faintly within the depths.
    

    
      
    

    
      He held very still.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then at the finish it thinned, color washing to pale as the scent faded like mist in sun.
    

    
      
    

    
      He just stood there for a moment with his hands flat on the table, looking at what had almost been.
    

    
      
    

    
      This might have saved her.
    

    
      
    

    
      The thought arrived without warning, quiet and certain, and he had to breathe through it before he could continue.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Add chamomile," Eryndor said gently. "To soothe the clash. And go coarser on the Vyr'elthar. Pour the dew in spirals. Sing the song like you mean it."
    

    
      
    

    
      He drew a breath and started fresh.
    

    
      
    

    
      The dew poured in slow deliberate spirals, the beads merging as if alive. Vyr'elthar was ground coarse, two generous handfuls added and feverfew alongside it. He lowered the cauldron, counted fifteen breaths steady and even. A hum arose naturally from somewhere beneath his thoughts.
    

    
      
    

    
      He raised it, crumbling the flower carefully, adding chamomile to soothe any clash and rosemary to wake the essence in full. Lowered it one final time, twenty deliberate breaths, the song flowing without effort now.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stopped trying to replicate the steps and let himself pour into it instead. Ma's lessons in sunlit garden rows. The fairy's trust when her torn wing mended under his hands. Lira's warm laugh in the weaving hut. The village with its scarred faces and its strange hard-won kindness. The small stone behind Elira's hut that no one would ever find.
    

    
      
    

    
      All of it, into the song.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Light to light, bind the night,
    

    
      Heal the root in essence bright."
    

    
      
    

    
      The blue surged true. Not tentative or flickering, it deepened all at once into a sapphire that shifted like the night sky. Stars swirled slow within the depths. The potion pulsed, humming a soft response in perfect rhythm with his breath.
    

    
      
    

    
      Neither of them spoke.
    

    
      
    

    
      They just watched it swirl, stars drifting lazy through sapphire depths, a piece of night sky held in copper.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Beautiful," Eryndor breathed. "In seventy years, I have never seen this done without the elves."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz couldn't look away. His vision blurred.
    

    
      
    

    
      Would she have been proud?
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn't say it aloud. Just held the thought for a moment, then let it go.
    

    
      
    

    
      He tested it on himself first, because Ma had drilled that into him until it was reflex.
    

    
      
    

    
      Heat rose within his shoulder immediately, a deep warmth that reached into the bone and mended what had been left untouched. He rolled it. Lifted his arm fully overhead, higher than he'd managed since the arrow. No pain. No ache.
    

    
      
    

    
      Just whole.
    

    
      
    

    
      The wart's buried itch vanished root and all as if it had never been. Not dulled. Completely gone.
    

    
      
    

    
      His hand cuts sealed completely, clean pink scars where ragged wounds had been. The black veins remained, thin as ink strokes threading from each scar toward his wrist. The potion had healed everything it could reach.
    

    
      
    

    
      It couldn't touch corruption.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stared at his palm for a moment, then wrapped it again.
    

    
      
    

    
      Eryndor took a careful drop on his own tongue. Vitality spread visibly through him, lines around his eyes easing, shoulders squaring as old stiffness fled. He straightened, breathing deeper.
    

    
      
    

    
      "By the Nine," he said quietly. "Vael'tharis. The Soul's Breath." His gaze held both wonder and caution. "It's a bit bluer than normal, but they will crave what you can do, boy. This is a true potion. A masterpiece of alchemy."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz reached for the vine-etched vials with hands that had finally stopped shaking. He filled two carefully, the sapphire swirling profound in each.
    

    
      
    

    
      "These might have saved her," he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Eryndor placed a steady hand on his shoulder — the healed one, whole and strong. He didn't offer comfort or contradiction. Just let the words exist.
    

    
      
    

    
      After a moment he spoke. "We cannot focus on what we cannot change. You will do well to remember that. Honor her legacy by healing those you can with this craft." He straightened. "Now. Success turns to muck if delayed. Gather your things. It's time."
    

    
      
    

    
      Word spread through the village quickly. As dusk painted the canopy in bruised purples, villagers gathered loose at the clearing's edge. No ceremony. Just his people close at hand, faces lit soft by moss lanterns and the bottled fire's glow.
    

    
      
    

    
      Eryndor spoke first. "You came marked by fae trust, a stranger bearing many wounds. You leave with our hope and caution. Thalindra's bread was a rare mercy and this brew may sway her. Yet Luminael break those who push. If they refuse you again, run."
    

    
      
    

    
      Murmurs of agreement moved through the gathered faces.
    

    
      
    

    
      Soren darted forward and pressed a glowing pebble into Akilliz's palm. "For when the big ones scare you," he said, then hugged him fierce around the middle before stepping back quickly like it hadn't happened.
    

    
      
    

    
      Gavren ruffled the boy's hair, shaking Akilliz's hand with a firm grip and a nod that said everything his voice didn't.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lira came last. She held a wide leather potion belt, loops sized perfect for vials, and stepped close to fasten it around his waist. He kept his eyes elsewhere, face warm.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Carry them proud," she said, stepping back. "There. A proper potion-maker."
    

    
      
    

    
      Before he could respond she leaned in and pressed a quick kiss to his cheek. Light as a butterfly landing.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Come back someday, yeah?" She was already stepping away. "Shal'ethar, Akilliz."
    

    
      
    

    
      He pulled one of Ma's vials out, filled with the Soul's Breath, and pressed it into her hand before he lost his nerve.
    

    
      
    

    
      "For the village. If anyone's hurt too bad."
    

    
      
    

    
      Her eyes widened, then softened. Color rose in her cheeks. "I'll use it well."
    

    
      
    

    
      She tucked it into her cloak and bowed gracefully.
    

    
      
    

    
      Eryndor clipped the bottled fire to the belt's side loop. "For the dark path ahead."
    

    
      
    

    
      Then it was done. Hands clasped, nods exchanged, Soren waving with his whole arm until his father gently stopped him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz shouldered his pack and turned toward the path into the trees. Aura's warm light settled onto his shoulder, watchful and steady.
    

    
      
    

    
      The village faded behind him, its warmth carried forward like embers against a long night.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
       
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 14: Trial of the Souls Breath
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stood before the gates of Luminael as dawn broke over the canopy. Aura perched on his shoulder, her wings folded like flower petals, tiny fingers tangled in a strand of his hair. She had insisted on coming despite the risk, her small shining eyes fixed on the towering gates ahead.
    

    
      
    

    
      Death waited if he returned. The guards had promised it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Some truths, he thought, might be worth the risk.
    

    
      
    

    
      Fear still coiled in his gut as the gates of living stone towered ahead, two armored guards standing outside with eyes narrowing as he approached. A scarred elven guard spat into the grass. "Sha'vyn durath."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz raised his sapphire potion. "I don't know what that means, but I have a gift for Thalindra from the Mistwood's heart. The Soul's Breath."
    

    
      
    

    
      He recognized the other guard — Lysara, from the trial.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Tell us, does one seek the blade or the bow?" she sneered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I seek an audience with Thalindra Vael'Shara."
    

    
      
    

    
      "She is the High Judiciar." Her lip curled. "You'd do well to remember that." She glanced at her companion. "Shall you translate for him?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sha'vyn durath means peasant shit," the scarred one said, looking Akilliz over like he was exactly that. "In the common tongue."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Begone." Lysara's hand moved to her sword hilt, slow and deliberate. "Lest I slay you myself."
    

    
      
    

    
      Her eyes didn't blink. The stillness of her stare drove something cold up his spine.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then Aura's wings flared. A single sentence rang out, crystalline and commanding, small and vast at once.
    

    
      
    

    
      "STOP. HE IS TO BE HEARD."
    

    
      
    

    
      Both guards froze. Armor creaked as they stepped back. The scarred one's jaw tightened and he studied Aura for a long moment before rolling his eyes with a sigh. "Little sister... we will oblige you. This time."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz could barely breathe. This little being had frozen two of the Eternal Watch. If he lived through today, he swore to himself, he would protect her. Whatever it cost.
    

    
      
    

    
      He lifted his hand, the ring's fae-etched rune catching the morning in violet and gold. "She gave me this herself after I healed her wing. She led me to the hidden village. I learned there and I made the potion fairly. I wouldn't lie about that."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lysara's scowl didn't shift. "More lies, mud-grubber. We hear you but do not need to take you in or have an audience with the High Judiciar . Now, have we heard all you have to say?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at the tall blooms at his feet — pale gold petals glowing with the city's borrowed light. Sacred. Forbidden. He understood what picking them would mean.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Take me to the High Judiciar."
    

    
      
    

    
      He knelt quickly, fingers closing around a fistful of flowers and silver-veined herbs, tore them free with a soft snap, stood, and held them up.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arrest over death. His choice.
    

    
      
    

    
      The lead guard roared. "Durath'kyn! Are you mad?!" His sword flashed full. Lysara surged forward and icy ropes of light snapped around Akilliz's wrists, burning cold. The blooms scattered across the grass like fallen stars.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You will face judgment," Lysara snarled, her breath hot against his ear. "We obliged and listened, and yet you chose to piss me off anyway."
    

    
      
    

    
      They dragged him through the gates. Aura followed as a dimming spark above his shoulder, her worried hum the only warmth as Luminael's starlight swallowed them whole.
    

    
      
    

    
      The cell welcomed him like an old enemy — cold stone, heavy damp air, the particular silence of a place designed to make you feel small. They'd stripped him on the way in, pack, sword, journal, potion, the bottled fire, even the ring. Red welts throbbed on his wrists where the magic ropes had bitten.
    

    
      
    

    
      He sank to the floor with his knees drawn to his chest. The vial had still been sapphire when they threw him in. He didn't know how long he had.
    

    
      
    

    
      A faint chime stirred the dark. Soft wings brushed his cheek. Aura materialized in a dim pulse, perching on his knee, her glow faded to a candle's flicker.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You shouldn't be here," Akilliz whispered, voice cracking. "You could get hurt. These elves aren't like the ones in the village."
    

    
      
    

    
      She tilted her head and a tiny hand patted his thumb. Her light steadied a fraction, just enough to outline the cell's rough stone. She pointed at his chest. 
      This place isn't meant for you
      . Then tapped herself. 
      It needs you.
    

    
      
    

    
      He managed a watery smile. "Stubborn, aren't you."
    

    
      
    

    
      She beamed, then dimmed again, wings trembling. He pressed his forehead to his knees and let himself picture Pa alone at the forge, hammer falling on empty air as days turned to weeks, broad shoulders bowing under grief Torin would never voice. 
      If I don't come back he'll never know. About Aura, the village, the brew.
    

    
      
    

    
      Boots echoed outside. The door screeched open, torchlight stabbing in. "Rise, kyn'thara. The High Judiciar summons you."
    

    
      
    

    
      The fairy vanished into shadow, a final chime in his ear. He lifted his chin as they dragged him forward.
    

    
      
    

    
      For Ma. For Pa. For the little one.
    

    
      
    

    
      They rushed him through ivory corridors that pulsed with sourceless light, the walls alive with silver veins that brightened as he passed, as if the city itself was watching. Ahead, the marble chamber opened vast and cold as a cathedral of judgment. Thalindra Vael'Shara held court from a raised dais, her sunburst helmet catching the light like captured dawn, the eternal flame burning steady upon her chest.
    

    
      
    

    
      The guards shoved Akilliz to the center and stepped back.
    

    
      
    

    
      The captain unrolled the parchment, his voice cutting the hush like winter steel. "Akilliz of Lumara. You stand charged with trespass upon sacred ground, defilement of hallowed blooms, violation of banishment, and unlawful entry into Vyr'shaleth. How do you answer?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He met Thalindra's gaze and swallowed once. "If I may speak."
    

    
      
    

    
      She tilted her head. "Speak. Truth or peril."
    

    
      
    

    
      He began, his voice steadying with each word. "I sought no harm. The Mistwood's fog led me lost. I found a fairy with a torn wing and healed her with herbs, with dew, with my mother's craft and song. She gave me the Vael'kyn ring in thanks and led me to the hidden village."
    

    
      
    

    
      Cold moved up his throat without warning, a presence rising, words arriving before he could choose them. He tried to stop it and couldn't — like trying to hold back a tide with his hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      The demon spoke through his mouth.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      An exile village, hidden in the Mistwood. Eryndor taught me how to refine it from a salve into a potion."
    

    
      
    

    
      No. They weren't supposed to know. He said nobody outside these walls. I might get him killed too.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      With his help I refined the salve into the Soul's Breath. Vael'tharis."
    

    
      
    

    
      Then the demon gave his mouth back, like a door opening, sudden and complete. Akilliz seized his voice and picked up mid-sentence without breaking stride.
    

    
      
    

    
      "At the gates I showed the guards my ring and pleaded for audience. When words failed, I picked the blooms to force my arrest. I never raised my hand against the guards." He paused, the words escaping before he could stop them. "
      Even after they called me peasant shit
      ."
    

    
      
    

    
      The captain's scowl carved itself deeper. "Blasphemy. Accusing the gate wardens?" Murmurs rose among the guards, slurs hissing low between them.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra's flame surged brief and bright, and silence fell.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her gaze shifted — not to Akilliz, but to his shoulder.
    

    
      
    

    
      A soft chime filled the chamber. Aura materialized in a gentle pulse, her wings unfolding like moonlit glass, and perched there small and radiant, her opal eyes meeting Thalindra's without fear. The High Judiciar's posture softened, almost imperceptibly, the rigidity of command giving way to something older and quieter.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Little sister of the Mistwood." Her voice warmed beneath command. "Does this boy speak true? Did kindness and craft heal your wing?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Aura nodded, deliberate and clear, her wings chiming like distant bells. She lifted one tiny hand and touched her healed wing in silent affirmation, and a collective breath moved through the chamber like wind through grass.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra extended a gauntleted finger. Aura flitted forward and landed lightly upon it, and for a moment neither moved, a small creature of pure light resting in the palm of the city's most powerful hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You risk much," Thalindra murmured. "Far from morning dew. You will sicken if kept long from the Mistwood's breath."
    

    
      
    

    
      Aura tilted her head, a melodic trill rising soft and reassuring. She placed a hand over her heart, then pointed to Akilliz. "Kind heart."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your word binds us, little one. The ring was truly given. The healing is true." Thalindra's gaze returned to Akilliz, measuring and still. "Other charges remain. A mortal claims mastery of Vael'tharis. Proof must shine for all Luminael to witness. One does not simply craft the Soul's Breath outside these walls."
    

    
      
    

    
      She gestured to the robed wizard beside her, whose staff flared with emerald light. "Summon Eryndor of Vyr'shaleth. And Sylvara — our Syl'vyntha."
    

    
      
    

    
      Twin circles of light bloomed on the chamber floor. When the brightness cleared, Eryndor stood in one, silver braids beaded, his eyes finding Akilliz's across the chamber with an expression that held no surprise. In the other circle stood Sylvara, dark makeup around her eyes, lips painted deep red, moonlit hair cascading past her shoulders and a fae medallion glinting at her neck. She swayed gently into the chamber as if the summons had been a mild inconvenience.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra addressed Eryndor first. "Elder. Did this boy earn your teaching? Did he craft the potion unaided?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Eryndor's testimony was careful, truthful but measured. "He has talent and a true heart. The fae herself brought him to our threshold. I watched his craft with my own eyes and guided where wisdom allowed. A rare gift, unbound by our walls. He even healed one of our children who was at death's door." 
    

    
      
    

    
      He did not condemn himself. He did not lie. Akilliz felt gratitude flood his chest.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra turned. "Syl'vyntha. Examine this."
    

    
      
    

    
      A guard placed the confiscated pack on a polished table. The sapphire vial rolled out, its starry churn catching the light. The journal lay beside it, then the orange bottle, then the ring glinting defiantly against white stone.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara lifted the vial and traced its glow with one finger. Then she drew a dagger from within her robe and casually sliced her palm, watching the blood well crimson before she raised the vial to her lips and drank. Blue light flared through her and flesh knit whole before the whole council, the wound sealing without drama or ceremony, as if healing were simply what the potion did and always would. A soft hum escaped her lips.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Splendid." Her voice was low and certain. "The earth's own breath. How mortal hands crafted this is beyond my knowledge, yet the potion is undeniably true, though it differs slightly in color." She looked to Thalindra. "To prove beyond all doubt, let him recreate it before all the city."
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra rose. Her flame surged higher. "So it shall be. Akilliz, you will craft the Soul's Breath anew in the grand square. Success proves your worth. Failure brings erasure. A century in the depths."
    

    
      
    

    
      Guards seized his arms. Aura flitted back to his shoulder, her light dimmer now but steady. Eryndor vanished in light. Sylvara's hum faded down the corridor. They dragged him back toward the cell.
    

    
      
    

    
      The stone walls closed around him with a familiar chill. Lysara shoved him inside and slammed the door, and footsteps faded until only silence remained.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz slid down the wall, exhaustion settling heavy. Aura flickered into view, her light softer now, wings trembling as she settled on his knee. He cupped his hands around her gently, feeling the faint warmth of her against the cold.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You heard them," he whispered. "Public trial. Success or erasure."
    

    
      
    

    
      She chimed once, low and sorrowful, then nestled closer, her glow painting faint shadows on the stone — a small star in the dark. She was fading for him. The weight of that sat harder than the charges. He would craft it without fail. He would see to it that she came to no harm.
    

    
      
    

    
      Hope and dread warred in his chest. The potion was true — Sylvara's healed palm proved it, Aura's word had cleared the theft. Yet Thalindra's flame had burned steady with doubt. A mortal mastering sacred craft. Unthinkable to them. Failure meant more than death. It meant forgetting the forge, the garden, the village hearth under moonlight. Everything gone like mist at dawn.
    

    
      
    

    
      He closed his eyes and pictured his father alone at the anvil, hammer falling day after day. Pictured Lira's bracelet on his wrist. Soren's easy grin.
    

    
      
    

    
      Boots thundered outside. The door screeched open, torchlight flooding in. "Move, kyn'thara. Your trial awaits."
    

    
      
    

    
      The grand square opened before him like a held breath released — a vast plaza of polished ivory ringed by soaring spires, with the colossal statue of Aurelia at its heart. Twin staircases wound upward to higher tiers crowded with elves in shimmering silks, and the crowd that pressed close was a sea of faces sharpened with scorn. High elves in elevated galleries jeered openly. Children waved glowing wands. Rotten berries splattered his cloak before he reached the table.
    

    
      
    

    
      The captain's voice boomed across the square. "Here stands Akilliz of Lumara, accused trespasser and defiler. He claims to bottle the Soul's Breath with mortal hands. Today he recreates Vael'tharis before all Luminael. Success may spare him. Failure brings erasure and certain doom."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Imposter! Mud-grubber!" The crowd's hate rose like a tide and Akilliz's heart sank under Aurelia's carved gaze.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then his mother's voice cut through it, clear as a bell in his memory. 
      Herbs are the earth's heartbeat, Aki.
       His father's gruff laugh followed close behind. 
      Make a show of it, lad. Be proud.
    

    
      
    

    
      This was a chance. Not just to survive. To 
      show
       them.
    

    
      
    

    
      Resolve steadied his hands. He lifted his chin and met the crowd's anger head-on.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stepped to the table, the insults rolling over him like breaking surf, and tasted blood where a thrown berry had split his lip. The fairy's light pulsed faint against his neck, urgent and fading in the open sun. He would not fail her.
    

    
      
    

    
      "My name is Akilliz Ashendale, from Lumara," he called, his voice gathering until it carried across the square. "I am a potion-maker. Today I will show you how I crafted the Soul's Breath — the same that mended this fairy's wing."
    

    
      
    

    
      Scoffs came from the high galleries, but the lower-bloods at the edges leaned forward.
    

    
      
    

    
      He surveyed the materials and the differences struck him almost immediately — red veins threading through the Vyr'elthar where silver should run, petals curling black at the edges, the dew jar cloudy and lifeless. No Mistwood sheen. He lifted one red-veined stalk, chopped it fine, rubbed the fragments across the back of his hand, and watched his skin blister almost at once, angry welts rising fast.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This one is poisoned." He held the hand aloft, pain throbbing through steady words. "It would twist the potion bitter and useless."
    

    
      
    

    
      Gasps moved through the crowd. He chose another leaf, pale and dull, tasted it and spat immediately. "Harvested wrong. Or tampered." More murmurs. The jeers quieted. He tested the third against a small cut from his knife — gashed his thumb, applied the herb, and watched the spark flare and the cut seal clean. "This is right. The healing lives within it still."
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence fell heavier around him. Children lowered their wands. Low-bloods whispered among themselves, their voices growing until they drowned the scattered sneers.
    

    
      
    

    
      He discarded the false herbs and turned to the dew jar, holding it up so the crowd could see the murk inside, the lifeless color where the Mistwood's shine should be. "This dew is tainted. It would choke the breath before it formed."
    

    
      
    

    
      He drew the folded elven cloth from his boot — hidden through confiscation — and poured the dew through it slowly, catching impurities on the weave, shaking them off like dark seeds. He held the cloth high and then the purified liquid below, and when it caught the light it shimmered like captured stars. Awe rippled outward from the crowd, spreading from the lower tiers upward.
    

    
      
    

    
      There was no brazier. The standard copper sat cold and cracked on the table, a calculated cruelty. Without fire there is no potion.
    

    
      
    

    
      He reached for his belt and drew the small orange bottle, uncorking it with a practiced twist. A steady orange flame rose from the open neck, burning clean and constant without wick or fuel, and the crowd murmured at the sight of it. "This is a captured flame," he said. "A gift from the village hidden in the mist. It burns true when needed, sleeps when corked."
    

    
      
    

    
      He set it beneath the vessel and began to hum. Low at first, then rising — the exile village's hearth carried across the square in his mother's melody. Sylvara joined softly from beside him, her hum weaving harmony, the fae medallion on her chest shining. Scattered voices answered from the crowd, low-bloods first, then others, even some children murmuring "Shal'ethar" without quite knowing why.
    

    
      
    

    
      He worked with steady hands, ground the Vyr'elthar coarse, added it to the purified dew in slow spirals, lowered the vessel close to the bottled flame and counted ten breaths as the heat rose gently. A faint blue flickered at the edges of the mixture. He raised it carefully, crumbled the flower petals in, and lowered it again for twenty breaths, stirring constantly, the song weaving through every motion.
    

    
      
    

    
      The blue deepened, swirling richer.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then a thrown berry struck the table's edge. The impact jolted his hand and precious dew sloshed, three drops spilling onto the wood.
    

    
      
    

    
      The crowd roared. "He wastes it!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Panic flared. Three drops. Was it enough to ruin the balance? He breathed, felt the vessel's weight, felt the remaining dew still humming with the Mistwood's song. Close enough. It had to be.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Steady," he muttered, his father's voice in the word.
    

    
      
    

    
      He raised the vessel smoothly, added a pinch of rosemary, and lowered it one final time for twenty deliberate breaths, the hum growing strong in his throat as memories wove through every note.
    

    
      
    

    
      The blue surged, then dulled. Washed out to pale nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      The crowd's roar swelled. "Failure! The mud-born fails!"
    

    
      
    

    
      He stared at the mixture, mind racing. Every step followed. Every detail accounted for. What was missing?
    

    
      
    

    
      The demon's voice slithered in. 
      You're failing. Right here, in front of everyone. One word and I'll show you what's missing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Pain flared sharp as he shoved it back, black veins burning beneath his wrapped hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      No. Not here. Not for this.
    

    
      
    

    
      He forced himself back through every hour in Eryndor's workshop, through every failure and recovery, through every quiet correction. 
      Chamomile to soothe the clash
      . He hadn't added it — too focused on replicating the steps exactly, rattled by the spilled dew, he'd skipped the binding agent entirely. His own mistake. Too much pressure and too many eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      He reached for the chamomile with trembling hands and ground it quickly, the familiar scent steadying his resolve. Added it with careful hands and watched as the pale blue responded immediately, warming toward something truer.
    

    
      
    

    
      He lowered the vessel one final time and counted twenty breaths, deliberate and even. The song flowed strong now, carrying Ma's lessons in sunlit garden rows, the fairy's trust when her torn wing mended under his hands, and Eryndor's patient hand on his shoulder through every failure.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Light to light, bind the night, heal the root in essence bright."
    

    
      
    

    
      The blue surged true all at once, deepening into a sapphire that shifted like a captured night sky, stars swirling slow within its depths. The potion pulsed alive, humming its soft answering response in perfect rhythm with his breath.
    

    
      
    

    
      He corked the vessel with shaking hands, extinguished the bottled flame, and held the potion high.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The Soul's Breath."
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara glided forward with a wide mischievous grin spreading across her face. "Thrust your sword through my palm," she said to the nearest guard. "That all may witness the truth."
    

    
      
    

    
      The guard went pale and looked to the dais.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra's voice cut clear. "Proceed."
    

    
      
    

    
      The blade went through her hand slowly and deliberately, the way an executioner works rather than a soldier. Sylvara held perfectly still, watching it happen with the detached curiosity of someone observing the weather. Blood welled dark and immediate, running down her wrist in a steady stream, dripping from her fingers to the white stone below. Through the wound, between two fingers, daylight gleamed. The square had gone utterly silent.
    

    
      
    

    
      She uncorked the vial with her free hand, held it to her lips, and drank.
    

    
      
    

    
      The blue light moved through her like a sunrise through water — slow at first, then flooding outward from her throat, down her arm, into the wound itself. The torn edges of flesh drew together the way a curtain closes, unhurried and complete. Muscle knit. Skin sealed. She turned her palm over and showed the crowd — unmarked and clean, as if the blade had never touched her. Her fae medallion blazed once in answer.
    

    
      
    

    
      The square erupted.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Vael'kyn thal!" Petals rained glowing from the galleries, low-bloods leading it raw and wild while high elves were swept up despite themselves, children waving wands in genuine amazement, mockery forgotten entirely.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra raised one hand. Silence dropped like a curtain.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The potion is true," she declared, her voice carrying the weight of stone. "Mortal hands have captured the earth's breath, even without proper tools or ingredients." A shadow crossed her gaze. "Yet charges still remain. Trespass. Defilement. Defiance of banishment." Confusion rippled through the crowd in waves.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We shall convene in private to judge the full fate of this mortal." Her voice held finality. "Luminael, you have borne witness. Let that speak when judgment comes."
    

    
      
    

    
      Guards seized Akilliz's arms, gentler now, almost hesitant. Behind him, voices called "Vael'kyn thal!" while others still hissed slurs. On the table, Sylvara carefully corked the new vial, sapphire swirling slow in the lamplight.
    

    
      
    

    
      Aura nestled close against his shoulder, her light steadier than it had been in hours.
    

    
      
    

    
      He had proven himself. Shown them all what his hands could do.
    

    
      
    

    
      But the law remained. The charges stood. And Thalindra's judgment, when it came, would decide everything.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was still a potion-maker. Still unbroken.
    

    
      
    

    
      But still, for now, condemned.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 15: Miss you fierce
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The grand square's cheers faded behind him like wind scattering petals. Akilliz stumbled forward, boots scraping the ivory stone, his heart still pounding from the crowd's shift, Sylvara's healed palm, and Thalindra's "Charges remain." The air tasted of lingering scorn, the statue of Aurelia watching his retreat with carved judgment.
    

    
      
    

    
      The path wound deeper into Luminael's heart, corridors pulsing with sourceless light. His guards' pace slowed. Akilliz caught fragments of whispered conversations from passing elves, heads turning as he passed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "—the trial boy—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "—Soul's Breath, they're saying—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "—mortal filth, no matter what he brewed—"
    

    
      
    

    
      They passed a grand archway where robed students clustered, books floating beside them in patient orbits. Every eye was fixed on him. Some curious. Some hostile. One silver-haired girl mouthed something that looked like "Vael'kyn thal" before her companion pulled her back.
    

    
      
    

    
      They turned down a narrower corridor, walls shifting from ivory to deep blue stone veined with silver that glowed soft with a slow heartbeat. Fewer elves here. The air felt heavier, older, like stepping into an ancient place.
    

    
      
    

    
      A strange door appeared ahead, its surface rippling like moonlit water. A guard pressed his gauntlet to it. The door exhaled a soft chime and parted.
    

    
      
    

    
      They shoved him inside.
    

    
      
    

    
      The office breathed wonder. A desk of solid stone gleamed, edges curling like frozen waves. Its surface held neat stacks of parchment, a silver inkwell that refilled itself with slow deliberate drips, and a small crystal orb that shifted colors as he watched — deep blue to pale gold to violet. Walls veined with liquid silver pulsed slow, casting fern-like shadows that moved independent of any light source. No windows.
    

    
      
    

    
      The air was cool but not cold, carrying a faint scent of herbs and ozone, or maybe, magic itself.
    

    
      
    

    
      In one corner stood a crystal tree, branches woven with drifting motes that whispered faintly. Some warm like fairy light, lazy and golden. Others cooler, blue-white and purposeful. And one — his skin prickled — oily and dark, circling the tree's base like a predator orbiting its prey.
    

    
      
    

    
      The mark on his palm tingled in recognition.
    

    
      
    

    
      Behind the desk hung a tapestry woven in silver thread on midnight blue, depicting the city from above — every spire, every garden, the gates, and the Mistwood beyond. Beautiful and detailed, but also watchful. As if Thalindra could see the whole city from here. Maybe she could.
    

    
      
    

    
      They sat him in a chair smooth and cold as river stone. The ropes' hum sharpened a moment, then the guards withdrew, the door sealing with a sigh.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alone, Akilliz faced the empty desk. The ropes prickled steady, the crystal tree's motes drifting slower, as if listening. He wondered if his mother had sat here once, her hands stirring potions in this living light.
    

    
      
    

    
      Am I enough to do what you did?
    

    
      
    

    
      The door chimed again. Thalindra entered, white cloak flowing like mist, sunburst helmet catching the room's glow. The flame on her chest pulsed steadily as she turned to face him.
    

    
      
    

    
      He rose instinctively and she gestured him down. "Be seated."
    

    
      
    

    
      She paced once, cloak whispering, then stopped at the desk. With a wave the ropes dissolved, their hum fading, heat lifting from his wrists. He rubbed the welts, eyes wide.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What drives you, youngling of Lumara?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He swallowed, his voice rough from the square's song. "My mother. I failed trying to save her. She died because I wasn't good enough."
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra tilted her head, flame flaring brief. "Yet you risked death, defying banishment, for this audience alone?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I want to prove I'm more than just a mud-born. I want to heal like she did. To keep her light alive in me and study here."
    

    
      
    

    
      She stepped closer. "Is this pursuit truly worth everything?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He nodded, eyes stinging. "It's all I have left of her. Her legacy."
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra studied him. The helmet's gleam was unreadable. The crystal tree's motes drifted slower, as if the room itself held it's breath.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz shifted, the chair cool beneath him. He found his voice again, plain as Lumara dirt. "Your helmet frightens me. Like your power does. My life's in your hands. I-I don't want to die. I don't want my father left alone."
    

    
      
    

    
      Her flame flickered. She paused, then reached up. The helmet lifted with a soft click, revealing hair white as fresh snow threaded with pale blue strands, and eyes pure white and pupil-less, like pools of captured starlight.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz gasped, his heart leaping into his throat.
    

    
      
    

    
      She laughed — a chime — her hand rising as if to hide a smile. "Not always blind, youngling. Long ago, I traded sight for knowledge. A pact with the Lady of Light."
    

    
      
    

    
      He stared. "But you move like you see everything. No stumbles."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I see souls," she said softly, her blind eyes fixed on him as if tracing the spark of his grief. "Magic. Life's essence. Clearer than mortal eyes ever could."
    

    
      
    

    
      The room's silver veins curled tighter, cradling her words.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How is it different?" he whispered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Everything lives," she answered. "I see your heart's truth, Akilliz. The fire of loss. The light of purpose within."
    

    
      
    

    
      She leaned forward, her voice dropping. "No untrained mortal could craft Vael'tharis. Yet you did. A rare gift. A destiny I cannot withhold, but must foster."
    

    
      
    

    
      His breath caught. "You mean... no erasure? I can stay?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "The charges of trespass and tampering are absolved, redeemed by skill and truth alone. You will study under Sylvara, hone your craft in her tower. But rules bind mortals here. Strict, and failure comes at a steep cost."
    

    
      
    

    
      The words echoed in the space behind his ribs. He could stay.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not erased. Not imprisoned. Not dead.
    

    
      
    

    
      Relief crashed through him like forge-quenched steel, hissing and bright. His legs went weak. Akilliz slumped back in the chair, a grin breaking free despite his eyes stinging hot.
    

    
      
    

    
      Pa would get his letter.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ma's memory wouldn't die with him. It would grow. Under Sylvara's teaching, with Luminael's resources, he could become what Ma had been. Maybe more.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thank you," he managed, voice rough. "Judiciar, I—"
    

    
      
    

    
      The door burst open and a silhouette filled the frame, tall and sharp-edged, silver robes glinting cold. The elf stepped in, eyes narrowing to slits as he took in Akilliz's presence. "Kyn'thara in the Judiciar's chambers?" His voice dripped with venom, low and smooth as oil. "The crowd's cheers won't save you from elven justice, mortal."
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra froze, helmet still in her hand, white eyes wide with shock. No one saw her face. No one. Her flame surged wild, a burst of starlight flaring from her chest as she raised a gauntleted hand, her blind gaze blazing brighter.
    

    
      
    

    
      The air changed — immediate and heavy as a thick fog. Light mist enveloped the room, thick and shimmering, freezing everything. The guard's step halted mid-stride, his sneer caught eternal, mouth half open. The crystal tree's motes hung suspended, drifting no more. Time itself paused. Corridor sounds silenced, even the walls' pulse stilled. Only Akilliz could move, his breath hitching in his throat, awe crashing through him like Frosthelm's first snow.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra turned to him, her voice low and urgent beneath the wonder. "He cannot see me like this." She lifted the helmet swiftly, blue-streaked hair vanishing beneath its gleam, her face hardening back to the Judiciar's mask. The flame steadied. She nodded once.
    

    
      
    

    
      With a gesture the mist dissolved. Time resumed seamless, as if unbroken.
    

    
      
    

    
      The sneering elf stepped forward, unaware of the pause, his grimace deepening. "The pack, as commanded." He tossed it at Akilliz's feet, the journal thumping heavy, potion vials clinking but still safe.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra's voice thundered with full authority. "Enough, Voryn. The mortal is under my protection. Sylvara will guide him."
    

    
      
    

    
      Voryn's eyes flashed, rage barely veiled, but he bowed stiffly and retreated with a final glare that promised future insults to come.
    

    
      
    

    
      The door sealed behind him. Akilliz exhaled shakily, scooping his pack like a lifeline. The journal's leather was warm under his fingers, the ring slipping back on with a familiar weight. Thalindra watched, helmeted once more, flame burning softly. "Go now. Sylvara awaits."
    

    
      
    

    
      The door chimed again. Sylvara's hum drifted in, light and curious, moonlit hair swaying as she appeared. "Come, young light," she called, eyes twinkling. "The tower calls."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz rose, legs unsteady, glancing back at Thalindra. Her helmet nodded once.
    

    
      
    

    
      He followed Sylvara out, pack thumping against his side, heart full of wonder and warning both.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara led him through winding corridors, her steps light as a dance, her hum weaving soft and teasing. The walls' liquid light seemed to brighten in her wake, as if Luminael itself smiled for her. Akilliz trailed close, boots echoing heavier, the pack's weight grounding him against the day's whirl — the trial's fire, Thalindra's blind eyes, Voryn's venom. It felt like he was walking through a dream.
    

    
      
    

    
      She glanced back often. "Hurry, young light! The tower hungers for new hearts."
    

    
      
    

    
      He managed a grin, her warmth loosening the knot in his gut. "Young light?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your soul shines," she said, spinning once, hair cascading like moonlight spilled over. "Mortal bright in elven gloom."
    

    
      
    

    
      The corridor opened to a spiral stairway, its steps laced with living vines, leaves brushing his arms cool and tingling with mint. Sylvara grabbed his hands suddenly and twirled him like harvest dancers back home. "Feel it pulse, Akilliz! The tower lives, as you do."
    

    
      
    

    
      Laughter bubbled from him, surprised and free. She tugged him upward, the stair curling like a vine toward sunlight.
    

    
      
    

    
      The alchemical chamber stole his breath. Decanters lined shelves, liquids humming with strange light, bubbles rising lazy like fireflies in Lumara dusk. Vines wove the ceiling, leaves scattering prisms across the floor. Mint hung thick, sharp and alive, mixing with sweeter notes of lavender and chamomile, stirring memories of his mother's garden.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara skipped to a shelf, plucking a glowing root. "Lyr'elthar, shy one," she murmured in a sing-song voice to the plant. "Meet my new light."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz tilted his head, eyes wide. "You talk to herbs?"
    

    
      
    

    
      She tossed the root. He caught it fumbling, its glow warm against his palms. "They sing if you listen." She leaned close, tapping his hand. "Your fae ring. Wear it proud."
    

    
      
    

    
      He adjusted it on his finger. "I will."
    

    
      
    

    
      She showed him a small alcove upstairs — a bed moss-soft, a modest desk overlooking Luminael's tall spires, a quill and parchment waiting. "Rest soon, my sprout. Training dawns early." Her hum faded as she left, the door chiming shut.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alone, Akilliz sank at the desk, the crystal window framing twilight spires piercing a rose-gold sky. Emerald fields below, the gates in the distance where Lysara's scorn had burned his pride. Elves drifted through streets, children were laughing in flowery plazas, playing games and dancing like the Vyr'shaleth feasts.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was the most beautiful thing his eyes had ever beheld.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz pulled the parchment toward him. Heart swelling, he wrote.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Dear Pa,
    

    
      
    

    
      I made it to Luminael. The road was rough. Lost my boots in a puddle right outside Lumara, had to win a riddle to get new ones from a traveling merchant. Got lost in the Mistwood. Found a wounded fairy, a real fae as big as my thumb! It was hard but I healed her. She gave me a ring. The trial at Luminael's gates nearly ended me, but I proved myself in the square — brewing Soul's Breath for all to see, a potion as good as Ma could ever make, I swear. Now I begin training with an elf named Sylvara. She's a real elven alchemist. I'm happy here, Pa. I'm gonna learn everything.
    

    
      
    

    
      How's Lumara? Anvil still singing? Fields still green? I miss the forge clang, your laugh, your hugs, and even the village dirt.
    

    
      
    

    
      Miss you fierce.
    

    
      
    

    
      Love, Aki
    

    
      
    

    
      He paused, quill hovering, picturing his father scanning roads for some word from his only son.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I did it, Pa," he whispered. "I'm making you proud."
    

    
      
    

    
      Exhaustion pulled at his eyelids. Dreams came of forges, potions, and his father's smile.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 16: Sparks of Grace
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Dawn's first light filtered through the crystal window in soft golds and blues, painting the moss-stuffed bed in gentle warmth. The faint scent of ozone clung to the air. Akilliz stirred, blinking against the glow, his hand fumbling across the desk where he'd left the letter to Pa the night before.
    

    
      
    

    
      Gone. The parchment had vanished, the desk bare except for a single starbloom petal, its edges shimmering.
    

    
      
    

    
      He sat up, rubbing sleep from his eyes. The tower hummed awake around him, a low thrum vibrating through stone. Decanters on distant shelves bubbled faintly, vines along the walls rustling as if stretching after the night.
    

    
      
    

    
      A soft knock sounded at his door, followed by Sylvara's voice, bright and teasing even through the wood. "Rise, young light! The city does not wait for sleepy mortals."
    

    
      
    

    
      He dressed quickly in the clothes Lira had made, the green tunic settling comfortably over his shoulders. The fae ring caught morning light as he slipped it on, warm against his finger. His pack sat ready by the bed, journal tucked safe inside.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz opened the door. Sylvara stood on the landing, silver-grey hair braided, emerald robes swaying as she hummed. Her eyes sparkled with barely contained amusement.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Kwe'vadis, my sprout. Sleep well?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Kwe'vadis," he managed, the elvish still awkward on his tongue. "Aye. Better than I have in weeks."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good." She gestured down the spiral stairs. "Your letter is with the ravens. Should reach Lumara within the week, winds permitting." She studied him a moment, head tilting. "Hungry?"
    

    
      
    

    
      His stomach answered before he could, a low rumble that made heat creep up his neck.
    

    
      
    

    
      She laughed, bright as bells. "The Refectory opens at dawn. Go, eat. You'll need strength for today's work." She pointed down the corridor beyond the workshop. "Follow the main passage east until you reach the central plaza. You'll see the dome — can't miss it." She paused, something shifting in her gaze. "You brewed Soul's Breath in the square. They witnessed it. Some will hate you for it. Others will respect it. Either way, you've earned your place here."
    

    
      
    

    
      She squeezed his shoulder once, then turned back toward the workshop. "Return by first bell. We have much to discuss before lessons begin."
    

    
      
    

    
      The corridor stretched wide and bright, crystal veins pulsing soft light along ivory walls. A few elves passed him, robes swishing, eyes flicking to him with brief curiosity before dismissing him entirely.
    

    
      
    

    
      The central plaza opened suddenly and vast, a fountain at its heart with water cascading beautifully. There was the dome ahead, elves streamed toward the entrance in twos and threes.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz followed, boots scuffing stone, trying to look like he belonged.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Refectory's interior stole his breath. A circular hall, the domed ceiling displaying the sky above in perfect clarity, sunrise painting it rose and gold. Long tables arranged in concentric rings, each carved from single pieces of white wood that gleamed like polished bone. The innermost ring sat empty, reserved maybe, or forbidden. The next rings filled with high-elves who wore fancy robes. Outer rings held mid-elves, artisans and scholars. And at the very edge, near the wide doors, half-elves and a handful of humans clustered at smaller tables.
    

    
      
    

    
      The scent hit him next. Rich, savory, nothing like Lumara's porridge and bread.
    

    
      
    

    
      He joined the serving line, and when he reached the front the cook looked up — silver-streaked hair, dark eyes that missed nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Name?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Akilliz. From Lumara."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ah. The trial boy." No sneer, just a statement. "Dietary needs?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I... don't know. Whatever's usual?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The cook's brow arched. "You thought elves ate only vegetables, didn't you?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Heat flooded Akilliz's face. "I... maybe?"
    

    
      
    

    
      A faint smile cracked the cook's stern features. "Common misconception. Meat is the foundation. Sustains the body and sharpens the mind." He began loading a plate. "Venison today. Lean, rich. Roots for balance, greens for digestion. Drink the tea — clears morning fog."
    

    
      
    

    
      The plate landed in Akilliz's hands, heavier than expected. "Thank you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Elun'dei," the cook said, touching his forehead briefly. "Eat well."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz turned and faced the hall.
    

    
      
    

    
      He approached a half-elf table, four others already seated. "Mind if I sit?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The half-elf closest looked up — young, maybe seventeen, with angular features and brown hair. His eyes snapped to Akilliz, to the plate, to the fae ring on his finger. Then, without a word, he stood, grabbed his plate, and moved to another table.
    

    
      
    

    
      The others followed. One by one, chairs scraping and avoiding his eyes. Not hostile. Just gone.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stood frozen, plate growing heavy. Around him conversations continued. No one looked directly at him, but he felt their awareness. The mortal. The mud-born. The one who somehow brewed what he shouldn't.
    

    
      
    

    
      He sat anyway, alone at a table meant for six.
    

    
      
    

    
      The venison tasted like ash. He forced himself to eat mechanically, eyes fixed on his plate. The tea was good, sharp and minty, but it didn't wash away the tightness in his throat.
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn't finish. Couldn't. He returned the plate to the serving area and walked out.
    

    
      
    

    
      The plaza's open air felt like relief. He breathed deep, fists clenched, and made his way back to the tower.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara looked up as he entered, her hum pausing. She took in his expression, the set of his shoulders.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How was breakfast?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fine," he lied.
    

    
      
    

    
      She studied him a moment longer, then nodded. "Come. Sit."
    

    
      
    

    
      The low table held two clay cups, steam rising gently. He settled across from her and she slid a cup toward him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Before we begin today's work," she said, her voice losing its playful lilt, "we shall discuss how exactly this apprenticeship will function."
    

    
      
    

    
      He wrapped his hands around the cup, welcoming its warmth. "Alright."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You will work with me twice daily. Mornings are foundation work — theory, tools, herb knowledge, technique. Building what you lack." She sipped her tea, watching him over the rim. "Afternoons, I teach my regular students at the Academium. You're not ready for that yet."
    

    
      
    

    
      His jaw tightened, but he nodded. "I understand. They can probably read elvish."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Precisely. Elven script, complex formulas, equipment you've never seen. You'd be lost and humiliated." Her tone wasn't unkind, just frank. "So in the afternoons you shall have tasks. Independent study. Ingredient preparation. Errands. Sometimes I'll return and we'll work together. Other times you'll practice alone."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What if I mess up?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then you learn from it." She leaned forward, eyes holding his. "I expect discipline, Akilliz. Effort. Mistakes are acceptable. Laziness is not. Disrespect to the craft is not. Do you understand?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes, Syl'vyntha."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good." She straightened, hum returning faintly. "This will be difficult. You're starting years behind my youngest students. But you have something they don't." Her gaze flicked to his hands, to the ring. "Raw gift. Intent. Your mother's legacy."
    

    
      
    

    
      He swallowed. "I want to honor it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then work." She gestured to the workbench. "Now, let's begin."
    

    
      
    

    
      The bench held chamomile flowers, feverfew leaves, honey, and moondew. The rune-stand glowed softly, waiting.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Today, a Chamomile Decoction. For fever and calm. Show me what you know."
    

    
      
    

    
      His hands moved on their own, grinding the chamomile coarse in the mortar, then the feverfew finer for the bite. He added the honey thick for binding and poured the moondew generously by feel. Lowered the vessel close to the rune-stand's heat to simmer, but it bubbled wildly and unstable.
    

    
      
    

    
      A hum rose in his throat, low and steady, weaving through memories of village fevers and Ma's calm hands. 
      Soothe root-deep. Chase the heat away.
    

    
      
    

    
      The mixture turned pale gold, potent and alive. But it frothed at the edges, darkening.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara inhaled the steam, and tasted carefully. "Heals true. It is strong, raw, and alive. But it is also wild and risks overwhelming."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It fights me here."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Because you're fighting it." She stood beside him. "The tools are not your enemy. Watch."
    

    
      
    

    
      Her demonstration was surgical — the rune-stand activated with a soft incantation, heat rising in controlled thirds, chamomile measured in harmonic pinches, feverfew was crystal-sieved. The levitating stirrer synced to her breath, honey was woven through with precision. She sang no songs, just executed pure control.
    

    
      
    

    
      The result glowed a steady gold. Controlled calmness in a bottle. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Refines flawlessly," she said, sipping. "No waste. No risk. Efficient."
    

    
      
    

    
      His wild gold beside her perfect one. The contrast said everything.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Now," she said, eyes glinting, "Together. Combine your heart with my hands. Let us see what happens."
    

    
      
    

    
      She guided him step by step — grind fine, sieve pure, pour moondew in spirals while he watched the heat dial rise in careful thirds. Mid-bind, his hum rose tentatively, Ma's tune blending with elven cadence, their intention was shared. 
      Soothe root-deep. Grace with grit.
    

    
      
    

    
      The mixture deepened to a vivid gold, swirling with a calmness that felt alive. Faint stars flickered within, a soothing breath captured in liquid, humming back softly in answer to his rhythm.
    

    
      
    

    
      Joy surged from his heart and a raw laugh escaped. "It lives."
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara's eyes widened reverently. "You'll need practice with these tools, my sprout. But the talent..." She touched her medallion. "Your gift is undeniable."
    

    
      
    

    
      She outlined the week — Tuesdays tool mastery, Wednesdays the garden, Thursdays full practical brewing, Fridays experiments. Her smile turned mischievous on that last one. "Fridays we experiment. Your way, my way, hybrid. See what's possible when primal magic meets elven craft."
    

    
      
    

    
      His mind buzzed with a thousand questions. "What about Saturdays?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Market preparation. Bottling, labeling, pricing. You'll trade your work, earn coin. Supplies aren't free." She tilted her head. "Sundays you're free to rest, study, and explore. But use the time well."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll work hard. I won't let you down."
    

    
      
    

    
      "See that you don't." Her hum returned, lighter. "Now, there's someone who wants to see you."
    

    
      
    

    
      The door chimed and Thalindra Vael'Shara swept in, sunburst cloak flowing, helmet catching the tower's ambient glow. Her presence filled the chamber.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Kwe'vadis, Syl'vyntha." Her voice was melodic, warm beneath her command. "And to thee, youngling of Lumara."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stood quickly, bowing. "Kwe'vadis, Judiciar."
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara's hum brightened. "My lady honors us. Our new apprentice just completed his first hybrid brew."
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra moved to the workbench, her gauntlet trailing the table's edge. She lifted the vessel and held it to the light. Stars swirled within. "This holds more than technique. It breathes."
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara stepped beside her. "His craft differs, my lady. Raw but potent. The hybrid merges our precision with his intent."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Intent," Thalindra echoed, setting the vessel down gently. She turned to Akilliz and despite the helmet he felt the weight of her attention. "Tell me, youngling. When thou dost brew, what fills thy heart?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "The person it's for, Judiciar. Their hurt. I want to save them. I feel it, and the song just comes."
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence stretched. The decanters' hum seemed to dim.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Craft another," Thalindra said. "The same decoction. But this time, no song. No hum. Only thy hands and tools."
    

    
      
    

    
      His stomach knotted. "Without singing?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Precisely. Begin."
    

    
      
    

    
      Hands trembling, he gathered the ingredients again — chamomile, feverfew, honey, and moondew. He ground the herbs, sieved the feverfew, adjusted the burner with painstaking care. But without the hum, without Ma's tune weaving through, the mixture felt hollow. He stirred, pouring fierce intention into every motion, but his throat stayed silent.
    

    
      
    

    
      The mixture bubbled, turned pale gold for a breath, then curdled to grey sludge. Acrid and bitter. Wrong.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It didn't work. Why?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Because thy craft is not ours, youngling." Thalindra turned to Sylvara. "Show him."
    

    
      
    

    
      What followed was a dance — intricate and methodical, spanning the better part of an hour. Sylvara chopped glowpetals with a silver blade, ground mosses in a stone mortar, heated ember-root in a decanter over red flame. A second decanter simmered sacred Mistwood dew, bubbling green. She stirred flame-vine with a wand, its tip sparking blue, weaving incantations through the air. Machines whirred, a spinning wheel separating liquids into layers, a bubbling alembic distilling essences. The complexity was staggering, each step building with no room for error.
    

    
      
    

    
      Finally she decanted the mixture — light blue, bright as midday sky, pulsing with inner light.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What potion have we crafted, my sprout?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He leaned close, frowning. Earthy scent, sharp bite. He rubbed a drop on his wrist — warmth, tingling, the small cut on his thumb healing with a faint buzz. His eyes widened. "It's…Soul's Breath?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Exactly, darling."
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra's flame wavered — amusement, perhaps. "Now, Akilliz. If Sylvara used thy method, thy song, and simplified steps, would it yield the same?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I think so. If she knows the song."
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara's expression turned bemused. She produced a corked bottle of black sludge from beneath the workbench, thick and lifeless. "My attempt at your method."
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra laughed — genuine, unguarded and bright, the sound filling the chamber like sunlight through a storm. "Truly your mother's child, confounding us all the same."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz blinked. "Wait — you knew her? My ma?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes." She said simply. "After some time, I reviewed the records. Elowen. Elowen Ashendale."
    

    
      
    

    
      His breath caught. "You remember her?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I do now." The helmet turned fully toward him, gentle and knowing. "She was remarkable. Quiet, but brilliant. Her brews baffled even our eldest teachers. Much like your own."
    

    
      
    

    
      Questions flooded him. "What was she like? How did she learn the song —"
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra raised a gauntlet. "We will discuss this later, youngling. There is much to say, and time we need to do it justice." Her tone softened. "But know this now."
    

    
      
    

    
      She stepped closer, her gauntlet lifting his chin so his eyes met the helmet's gleam. "Your mother was a mystery to us. She studied here, learned our craft, yet her brews defied understanding. She simplified what should not simplify. Wove song and intent through what should require precision alone. We thought it was her alone — a singular gift. But here you stand, proving otherwise."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What does it mean?" Akilliz asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It means you carry something we do not. A magic older than our spires, primal and tied to life itself. Where our craft is precision — runes, tools, and measured steps — yours is intention. The song is not a decoration. It is the catalyst, the bridge between what you feel and what you create. Your mother must have passed this to thee, and it is rare beyond measure."
    

    
      
    

    
      He swallowed. "So how do I learn your way if mine works differently?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You shall learn both." Her flame steadied. "Master our methods — tools, runes, precision, and control. Then, with that foundation, layer thy song atop it. Intent woven through our refinement." She glanced at Sylvara. "The result may be something neither tradition achieves alone. But such power requires mastery of both paths. Without our precision, thy gift has no vessel. Without thy intent, our craft has no breath."
    

    
      
    

    
      He stood taller. "I won't let you down, Judiciar."
    

    
      
    

    
      Her helmet tilted, and he felt the warmth of her hidden smile. "I believe thee." She turned to leave, then paused at the door. "Your mother would be proud. As am I."
    

    
      
    

    
      The door chimed soft as she departed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara's hum returned, reverent. "What lies ahead will test you. It will also elevate you beyond what either world thought possible."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stared at the two vials on the table — his wild gold, her controlled blue. For the first time, he saw not failure and success, but two halves of something waiting to be whole.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Come," Sylvara said, brightness returning. "Aether needs delivering, and Vaelrik's forge will not wait for contemplation."
    

    
      
    

    
      The forge hit them like a beast's roar, heat washing over him in waves, thick with soot and molten promise. Sparks fountained blue and gold from the anvil. The forge's obsidian walls gleamed, shimmering brightly when flames leaped high.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vaelrik loomed at the bellows, burly as a Lumara oak tree — the biggest elf Akilliz had seen, slender grace traded for arms thick and scarred from centuries of strikes. His silver braid glinted through soot as he pumped the bellows with precise grunts. A wiry half-elf apprentice, Elandor, stoked coals that hissed and popped.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz cleared his throat and bowed. "Shal'ethar, sir. Aether from Sylvara."
    

    
      
    

    
      Vaelrik paused mid-swing, hammer hovering over a half-formed blade glowing ember orange. Gray eyes squinted through soot-streaked brows. "Who's the pup?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Akilliz. Potion-maker from Lumara."
    

    
      
    

    
      Vaelrik's gaze dropped to his hands, spotting calluses thick on the palms. "Potion-maker yet forge-born hands. Where's the hammer in your brews, human?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "My pa's a blacksmith. Taught me a steady grip when I was young."
    

    
      
    

    
      The smith grunted with approval, a rare crack splitting the soot on his face. "Marks made flesh don't lie. Help my apprentice then. Elandor, show the pup."
    

    
      
    

    
      Elandor leaned on his tongs with a wry smirk. "The trial's spark himself. Don't singe your hide on the first go."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stepped forward, uncorking the aether jar. A gauge at the forge's heart showed low, flames dimmer than they should be. He poured steadily, the level rising visibly, and the flames answered — dim orange shifting to pure white, blue sparks flicking up like lightning. Heat blasted higher but controlled, blue veins crawling through the forge's heart, alive and bright.
    

    
      
    

    
      Pa's smithy thrown to the stars, and it sings cleaner.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vaelrik thrust tongs toward him. "Grip it, pup. Temper this blade. We'll see if your tales match your iron."
    

    
      
    

    
      He fumbled briefly, grip too eager. The metal was warm, humming against his palms. It heated to a straw-colored glow and he dipped the blade into the temper fluid, flames shooting up and licking the blade in controlled fury, twisting and testing but holding true. The sword emerged sharper than dawn's edge, engraved runes flaring clean without any warp.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vaelrik's hammer tested it with a single clang. The blade sang pure, no off-note whine. He nodded gruffly, that rare crack of smile showing. "The mortal has fire in his hands. Elandor, mind the pup doesn't singe his backside if he comes around again."
    

    
      
    

    
      Elandor laughed lighter now, a warmth lingering in it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara tugged him back into cooler air, her hum approving. "Come now. Tomorrow the garden judges. You'll see vines demand grace where flames forgive mortal grit."
    

    
      
    

    
      They returned to the tower as afternoon light slanted gold through the crystal window. Sylvara paused at the workshop entrance.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You did well today, young light. Better than I expected for day one."
    

    
      
    

    
      Pride warmed him despite the exhaustion settling into his bones. "Thank you, Syl'vyntha."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Rest this evening. Read." She pulled a slim volume from a shelf, its cover etched with a flowing script. "Elven primer. Basic script, common phrases. Start here." She handed it over. "Tomorrow we work on tools — the rune burner, crystal sieve. You'll need precision."
    

    
      
    

    
      He took the book, running fingers over the etchings. "I'll study."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good." Her hum softened. "And Akilliz? Breakfast tomorrow will be easier. It always is, the second time."
    

    
      
    

    
      His throat tightened. She'd known. Of course she'd known.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How —"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your face when you returned." She touched his cheek briefly, motherly. "I was young once. An outsider in certain circles. It passes. Or you learn to wear it like armor." She stepped back, smile returning. "Now go. Write in that journal of yours. Process the day. Tomorrow comes early."
    

    
      
    

    
      Alone in his alcove, Akilliz sank at the desk, the crystal window framing twilight spires against a darkening sky. He pulled the journal, leather warm under his palm, and began writing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Day One of training.
    

    
      
    

    
      Breakfast was hard. Sat alone. They left when I tried to sit with them. Sylvara knew but didn't say anything until after. She said it gets easier. I hope she's right.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra knew Ma. Said she was brilliant, baffled the teachers. I have so many questions. She promised we'd talk more later.
    

    
      
    

    
      The plan: learn their way first. Tools, precision, control. Then combine it with mine. Create something neither tradition achieves alone.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ma would be proud. I hope Pa gets my letter soon.
    

    
      
    

    
      Miss you both.
    

    
      
    

    
      He set the quill down, ink drying slowly. The elven primer sat beside the journal, waiting. He opened it, sounding out letters quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      V
      ael — sacred, blessed, soul.
    

    
      Kyn — mortal, earthbound.
    

    
      Shal — peace, rest, stillness.
    

    
      
    

    
      The words blurred as exhaustion pulled at him. He closed the book, rose, and moved to the moss pallet.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tomorrow would bring new challenges. New lessons.
    

    
      
    

    
      But tonight, he'd earned his rest.
    

    
      
    

    
      The tower hummed around him, ancient and alive. Through the window, Luminael's spires glowed eternally against the night sky.
    

    
      
    

    
      For the first time since arriving, he felt like he might actually learn to belong here. Not today. But someday.
    

    
      
    

    
      He closed his eyes, and sleep came.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 17: Rosemary and Respect
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Dawn filtered through the crystal window in soft golds, same as yesterday, but the tower's hum felt somewhat familiar now. The moss pallet shifted beneath him as he sat up, rubbing sleep from his eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      His hand found the fae ring, fingers tracing its warm surface.
    

    
      
    

    
      Aura.
    

    
      
    

    
      She hadn't been seen since that first night. She was out there, where the dew hung thick and the twilight never fully lifted.
    

    
      
    

    
      Hope you're okay, little one. I miss your light.
    

    
      
    

    
      The thought brought a faint smile.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dressing quickly, he descended the spiral stairs and found the workshop empty. A note rested on the low table.
    

    
      
    

    
      Refectory. Eat properly today. Garden after first bell. —S
    

    
      
    

    
      His stomach knotted. The Refectory.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara expected him to go. And he 
      was
       hungry, even if his pride wasn't.
    

    
      
    

    
      The path was mostly committed to memory now, follow the main passage east, through the plaza and past the fountain. The dome rose ahead, catching the morning sun and scattering soft light across the stones underfoot. Elves streamed toward the entrance, albeit fewer than yesterday.
    

    
      
    

    
      Joining the flow, he kept his eyes down while trying to look like he belonged. Three elves were ahead of him in the serving line, receiving their plates with murmured thanks. When he reached the front, the cook from yesterday looked up.
    

    
      
    

    
      Silver-streaked hair, dark eyes that missed nothing. Those eyes fixed on Akilliz, and a cold steel resonated within them.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Back again." Not a question or warmth, just a flat statement.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes, sir. Same as yesterday, please."
    

    
      
    

    
      The cook didn't move to prepare a plate. Instead he leaned forward slightly, voice low enough that others wouldn't hear but hard enough to leave marks.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I saw you yesterday. Took a full plate. Barely touched it. Threw half away like it was slop for pigs."
    

    
      
    

    
      Heat flooded Akilliz's face. "I'm sorry, I—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Food is sacred here, boy. Every herb, every cut of meat, every root pulled from earth — someone labored for it. Waste is disrespectful. Not just to me, but to the land, the gardeners, the hunters." The cook's jaw tightened. "Elves don't waste. Even the least of us knows better."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I wasn't trying to—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Eat what you take today. All of it. Or don't come back."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz nodded, throat tight. "Yes, sir. I will."
    

    
      
    

    
      The cook held his gaze a moment longer, then began loading a plate. Smaller portions this time, just enough. Venison, roots, greens, tea. Set it in Akilliz's hands without ceremony.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Elun'dei," Akilliz managed, touching his forehead the way he'd seen others do.
    

    
      
    

    
      The cook's expression didn't soften. He simply turned to the next person in line, dismissing him entirely.
    

    
      
    

    
      Turning to face the hall, plate in hand, he began to sweat immediately. The inner rings were occupied by high-elves, mid-rings scattered with scholars and only three tables in the outer ring had open seats.
    

    
      
    

    
      Approaching the nearest table with four half-elves and two humans, they were all absorbed in quiet conversation. Tentatively, he stopped at the edge. "Morning. Mind if I sit?"
    

    
      
    

    
      One of the half-elves glanced up. Young, maybe his age, with hair the color of a sunset tied back. Their eyes met for a heartbeat.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then the half-elf looked away. Deliberately. Returned to conversation as if Akilliz hadn't spoken at all.
    

    
      
    

    
      The others followed suit. Not hostile, just pretending that he didn't exist. A ghost they could see through, unworthy of acknowledgment.
    

    
      
    

    
      The second table didn't even pause its conversation. The third didn't look up. 
    

    
      
    

    
      At the very edge, near the doors where servers passed with trays, he found an empty table and sat. Alone again, the chair opposite him vacant, the space around him a buffer no one crossed.
    

    
      
    

    
      The venison tasted better today. He forced himself to notice that. Seasoned with juniper, and cooked perfectly. The roots were sweet, honey-like. The greens tasted bitter in a way that cut the richness nicely. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Every bite went down deliberately. Slowly, because he felt the eyes on him. The tea helped briefly, sharp mint cutting through his anxiety. 
    

    
      
    

    
      When the plate was empty he returned it to the serving area. The cook watched him approach, noting the clean plate. A slight nod. Not approval, exactly. Just acknowledgement that the lesson had been received.
    

    
      
    

    
      Walking out into the morning sun, he made his way back to the tower.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara was waiting, already dressed in exquisite emerald robes, hair braided tight. She looked up as he entered, hum pausing.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How was breakfast?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fine," he said. Not quite a lie. He'd eaten. That was something.
    

    
      
    

    
      She studied him a moment, grass green eyes seeing more than he wanted to show. But she didn't press. Just gestured to the low table where tea steamed in clay cups.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Come. We have work before the garden."
    

    
      
    

    
      Settling across from her, he wrapped his hands around the cup's warmth. She sipped her own tea, watching him over the rim.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Today, the Heart Garden. You'll gather ingredients for tomorrow's lesson — a Wound Knit Salve. Yarrow, comfrey root, calendula, lavender. Those are essential." She set her cup down. "You may gather extras for trade if you wish. The market values fresh herbs, and you'll need coin eventually."
    

    
      
    

    
      "For what?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Better bottles. Rare ingredients I don't stock. Supplies. Books, if you're wise." Her smile turned knowing. "Perhaps a gift for your father? I hear the market has smithing tools that would make a Lumara blacksmith weep."
    

    
      
    

    
      His heart felt her words, reminding him of home. He could see Pa receiving something forged in Luminael, and it made him smile. "I'd like that."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then gather well. But carefully." Her tone sharpened slightly. "The Heart Garden is sacred. The plants give freely, but they remember disrespect. Treat them as you would any living thing that offers you its life."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I will."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good." Rising, her hum returned. "Finish your tea. First bell rings soon."
    

    
      
    

    
      They walked through the city until the Heart Garden's dome rose ahead, crystal walls amplifying light until the whole structure seemed to breathe with a greenish-golden radiance. Towering ferns swayed in an unfelt breeze. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Pausing at the entrance, Sylvara's voice dropped to reverence. "The Heart Garden. Where all our healing begins. Tread with respect, young light. These plants give freely, but only to those who honor the gift."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz took it in. Rows upon rows of herbs stretched before him, some familiar from Ma's garden, others utterly foreign. Elves moved among the beds with silk-gloved hands, movements deliberate and unhurried. No one spoke above a whisper. The quiet pressed like a library's hush, but warmer, alive with rustling leaves and soft water dripping from irrigation channels.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Shoes," Sylvara suggested gently, already unlacing her boots.
    

    
      
    

    
      The stone beneath his socks was cool, slightly damp. After hanging his boots on the wooden rack, he followed her down the central path.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Tomorrow's lesson, remember the ingredients " she said, voice low. "Yarrow, comfrey root, calendula flowers, and lavender. Anything extra you gather, you can trade at the market."
    

    
      
    

    
      Yarrow and lavender he knew from home. Comfrey too, though Ma had called it knitbone. Calendula was new.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yarrow first." She led him to a section thick with feathery green plants. "See the flat white flower clusters? Smell."
    

    
      
    

    
      Leaning close, he breathed in. Sharp, almost peppery, with a green bite underneath.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good for bleeding," Sylvara said, already pinching stems at the base. "Cut clean at the joint, never tear. Thank the plant. Doesn't have to be aloud, but it matters."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kneeling, he selected a healthy stalk, found the joint, and pinched firm. The stem separated clean with a soft snap. "Thank you," he murmured, feeling foolish but meaning it.
    

    
      
    

    
      The yarrow seemed to lean toward him after. Or maybe that was just the breeze.
    

    
      
    

    
      Through the garden they moved methodically. Comfrey in a shadier section, broad leaves rough as sandpaper, roots thick and pale. Calendula blazing orange and gold in a sunny patch, petals soft as silk. Lavender filled an entire corner, purple spikes swaying in rows so uniform they looked painted, the scent overwhelming and sweet.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Take your time with lavender," Sylvara cautioned. "Cut the stems long. And watch for bees — they love it here." She knelt beside him, voice dropping quiet. "If you harm a bee, even by accident, the garden will know. The elves will know. Never, ever hurt one."
    

    
      
    

    
      The gravity in her words made him still. "I understand."
    

    
      
    

    
      Working carefully, he gathered bundles and laid them in his basket. The repetitive motion soothed him, hands remembering Ma's garden even in this foreign place.
    

    
      
    

    
      The basket filled steadily. Yarrow, comfrey, calendula, and lavender for tomorrow's salve. Still room for more. Saint John's wort, tiny yellow flowers Ma had used for melancholy. Mullein with its fuzzy silver leaves, good for coughs. Chamomile, thyme, sage.
    

    
      
    

    
      The basket grew heavy, a satisfying weight against his arm.
    

    
      
    

    
      Pride crept in, warm and quiet. Maybe he could master this place after all. Learn their precision, combine it with his gift, become what Ma had been.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rosemary was last on his list — fragrant, hardy, and growing in a well-tended plot. The stems were thick, perfect for trade.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ready for the drying chamber?" Sylvara asked, her own basket overflowing.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ready," he said, grinning despite himself.
    

    
      
    

    
      The chamber was dim and warm, air moving in gentle currents that smelled of a hundred herbs at once. Wooden racks lined the walls, each holding bundles in various stages of drying. Copper tubes ran along the ceiling, air flowing from vents near the floor.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Each rack is labeled with the harvester's name," Sylvara explained, pointing to small wooden tags. "Hang your herbs, mark them, return in two days."
    

    
      
    

    
      Finding an empty rack, Akilliz began hanging his lavender in loose bundles, tying them with twine from a spool on the wall. Yarrow next, then mullein leaves spread flat so they wouldn't bunch.
    

    
      
    

    
      The basket was still half-full with calendula and the extra herbs for trade, the workspace was getting crowded. Other elves worked nearby, their movements practiced and efficient. He tried to match their grace, but his elbows felt too wide, his hands too clumsy in the drying chamber.
    

    
      
    

    
      Reaching for another bundle of Saint John's wort, his elbow caught the edge of a neighboring rack.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rosemary. Half-dried, belonging to someone named Ellisar according to the tag.
    

    
      
    

    
      The bundle swung wild.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lunging to catch it, his fingers brushed twine but missed. The rosemary hit the bundle beside it — thyme — which knocked into the next. Evening primrose, the tag read. All three cascaded down in a fragrant crackling avalanche.
    

    
      
    

    
      The sound cracked through the chamber's quiet like a dropped tray. Dried herbs hitting stone, stems snapping, the rustle and crunch of days of work scattering across the floor.
    

    
      
    

    
      The scent exploded with sharp rosemary, earthy thyme, and sweet primrose — filling the room all at once, overwhelming and terrible.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dropping to his knees, he gathered frantically, accidentally crushing one bundle beneath his knee as he went. Some stems had snapped clean through. Others were just disheveled, salvageable maybe. His hands shook as he tried to bundle them back together, retie the twine, hang them again.
    

    
      
    

    
      His knots were clumsy. One bundle slipped free immediately, hitting the floor again with a dry crackle.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What in the—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Looking up, he saw an elven woman in the doorway. Tall, silver hair braided tight, pollen dusting her apron. Her eyes went to the scattered herbs, then to Akilliz kneeling guilty among them, then to the tag that read Ellisar.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's mine," she said with a tone as cold as winter stone.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm so sorry," he stammered. "I didn't mean to. I knocked it by accident."
    

    
      
    

    
      Her jaw clenched. Crossing the chamber in three strides, she knelt to assess the damage, picking up stems, examining them with clinical precision. Each broken piece seemed to deepen the line between her brows.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Three days of work," she said quietly. "Rosemary for the healers' hall, thyme for the kitchens, evening primrose for the apothecary. All of it timed to dry together, ready by tonight."
    

    
      
    

    
      She took a bundle from the floor, examining it. "Half of this is ruined. Stems broken, oils lost. Do you have any idea how long it takes to gather evening primrose? It only blooms at dusk. I spent hours in the garden, waiting for the flowers to open, cutting each one at the perfect moment."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll replace it," he said quickly. "I can gather more. I'll—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Rosemary takes a full day to properly harvest," she cut in, each word precise as a blade. "And evening primrose only blooms at dusk. You've cost me time I don't have."
    

    
      
    

    
      Standing, she gathered what could be saved, cradling the bundles like injured birds. Her eyes met his, and there was no anger there. Just weariness. Disappointment so deep it cut worse than rage.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mind where you swing those mud-born elbows, boy. Not everything here bends for you."
    

    
      
    

    
      She swept out.
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence fell.
    

    
      
    

    
      The remaining scattered herbs lay around him as a testament to his carelessness. Other elves in the chamber had paused their work, watching. One shook his head slowly. Another made a soft sound of disapproval before returning to his task.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara appeared in the doorway. She took in the scene — the scattered herbs, Akilliz's stricken face, the other elves' quiet judgment. Without a word, she knelt beside him and began gathering the truly ruined pieces, stems too broken to salvage, leaves crushed to powder.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I shall help you clean this up," she said quietly. "Then we're gathering replacement rosemary."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sylvara, I—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Later." Not unkind, but firm. "Clean first. Talk after."
    

    
      
    

    
      Working in silence, they swept scattered leaves into a bin, salvaging what little could be saved. When the floor was clear, she led him back out into the garden.
    

    
      
    

    
      Afternoon sun casted golden light through the dome. Other elves still tended their plots, heads down, pretending not to notice the boy who'd just destroyed someone's work.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Gather enough to replace what Ellisar lost. Two full bundles, at least. And do it properly." She left him there.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alone in the wild rosemary at the garden's edge, he knelt and selected the first stem. Cut at the joint, clean and careful. Laid it in his basket with reverence.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thank you," he whispered. "I'm sorry. For being careless. For not respecting this enough."
    

    
      
    

    
      The plant didn't answer, but the act of gathering — slow, deliberate, and mindful — settled the anxiety in his chest.
    

    
      
    

    
      He'd been overconfident. Proud of his competence, forgetting that competence meant nothing without care.
    

    
      
    

    
      The rosemary filled his basket slowly. Each stem a small penance.
    

    
      
    

    
      By the time he finished, the sun had shifted lower. His knees ached, hands smelling of pine and earth. The bundles were perfect — generous, carefully gathered, and tied with proper knots.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara returned as he was finishing. She inspected his work without comment, then nodded once.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Leave them at Ellisar's workstation in the drying chamber, with a note of apology."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What do I say?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "The truth. That you were careless. That you're sorry. That this doesn't make it right, but you hope it helps."
    

    
      
    

    
      On a scrap of parchment from his pack, he wrote quickly in the dying light.
    

    
      
    

    
      E
      llisar,
    

    
      
    

    
      I'm sorry for ruining your work. I was careless and disrespectful. This rosemary doesn't replace what you lost, but I hope it helps.
    

    
      
    

    
      —Akilliz
    

    
      
    

    
      He left the bundles and note at her station. Emerging from the drying chamber, Sylvara was waiting.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Come," she said, hum returning faint. "The market. You've earned coin today, even if you've also earned a lesson."
    

    
      
    

    
      The market sprawled beyond the garden's arch. Fountains splashed in the square's center, spray catching light in brief rainbows. Stalls lined the perimeter, some selling herbs and roots, others displaying glassware.
    

    
      
    

    
      His basket held the herbs gathered for trade — Saint John's wort, mullein, chamomile, thyme. And in his pack, carefully wrapped, were the last two vials of Ma's work. A cough syrup she'd brewed before she got too sick. A burn salve he'd made himself using her techniques.
    

    
      
    

    
      He ached at the thought of selling them. Last pieces of home. But he needed the coin.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara drifted ahead, examining a display of copper vessels. "Look around, young light. Get a feel for prices. You'll be coming here often."
    

    
      
    

    
      Approaching a stall draped in blue cloth, he found an elderly elven woman behind the counter — silver-blonde hair, gnarled hands sorting empty bottles.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Potions?" he asked cautiously.
    

    
      
    

    
      She glanced up, eyes sharp. "Tinctures, salves, draughts. What do you need, human?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm learning. Under Sylvara." He gestured toward his teacher. "Thought maybe I could trade? Got a cough syrup and burn salve from home."
    

    
      
    

    
      "From home? Not elvish craft?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "No ma'am. Lumara. My ma made the cough syrup. I made the salve."
    

    
      
    

    
      Skepticism flickered. "Let me see."
    

    
      
    

    
      Setting the vials on the counter, he waited. She uncorked the cough syrup, sniffed carefully. "Thyme, licorice root, honey. Standard. Potent enough." The burn salve got the same treatment. "Aloe, plantain, lavender. Serviceable."
    

    
      
    

    
      Serviceable. The word stung differently now, after the garden. Not insulting, just honest. His work was competent, but not yet special.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What would you trade for them?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Two silvers for the pair. They'll sell to travelers who don't want elvish prices."
    

    
      
    

    
      Two silvers. Barely anything. But coin in hand was coin he didn't have before.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Deal."
    

    
      
    

    
      She dropped the coins into his palm with a clink, then studied him. "You're the trial boy, aren't you? The one who brewed Soul's Breath in the square?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Heat crept up his neck. "Yes ma'am."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Keep learning. Elvish craft has depth your human recipes don't. But don't lose what makes yours breathe. We've lost that, some of us."
    

    
      
    

    
      The words landed strange. He pocketed the coins and nodded thanks.
    

    
      
    

    
      As he turned from the stall, a voice called out. Young, female, lilting with curiosity.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're the human, aren't you?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Two elves stood near the fountain. The girl had auburn hair braided down her back, silver eyes bright with interest, practical robes in deep blue stained faint at the cuffs — a worker's clothes, not nobility. The boy beside her was slighter, dark-haired, with an impish grin and robes of gray that swished wildly when he moved. A large leather satchel hung at his side, bulging with too many books.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Uh, yeah," Akilliz said. "Akilliz. From Lumara."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm Lirien." The girl stepped closer, smile widening. "Training at the Sanitarium — healing halls, you'd call them. And this is Kael." She gestured to the boy, who gave a theatrical half-bow.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Wizard-in-training," Kael added, grin flashing. "Though mostly I set things on fire by accident and get yelled at."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien rolled her eyes fondly. "He's being modest. He's brilliant, just reckless."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Brilliantly reckless," Kael corrected.
    

    
      
    

    
      Despite everything — the Refectory's coldness, the garden's humiliation — tension in his chest loosened. Their banter reminded him of friends back home. Easy and unguarded.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Nice to meet you both."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We saw your trial," Lirien said, leaning against the fountain's edge. "That potion you made — the way it glowed, the stars inside. I've never seen anything like it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Neither have our teachers," Kael added, eyes gleaming. "Word is you brewed it without half the equipment Sylvara uses. Just song and intent. That true?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sort of. My ma taught me different. Simpler, I guess."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Simpler?" Kael laughed, not unkindly. "That potion healed a sword wound in seconds. There's nothing simple about that."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien elbowed him. "Don't interrogate the poor boy. We just wanted to say hello." Her smile softened. "It's not every day a human walks into Luminael and doesn't get thrown out on his ear."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thanks," Akilliz said, meaning it. "It's been... a lot."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I bet." Her gaze caught on the basket. "Fresh from the Heart Garden?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yeah. Tomorrow's lesson." He hesitated, then added, "Knocked over someone's drying herbs by accident. Had to gather extra rosemary as an apology."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael winced. "Ellisar?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "How'd you know?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "She's got a reputation," Lirien said diplomatically.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Terrifying, you mean," Kael cut in. "I spilled ink on one of her manuscripts once. Thought she'd turn me into a toad."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Can she do that?" Akilliz asked, alarmed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No," Lirien said firmly. "But she'll make you wish she had."
    

    
      
    

    
      The three of them laughed, the sound carrying over the market's hum. For the first time since arriving in Luminael, something loosened further — not quite belonging, but the first hint that it might be possible.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Come by the Sanitarium sometime," Lirien said, tucking a strand of hair behind her pointed ear. "If you're studying healing, we've got libraries full of texts. And patients who could use someone with your gift."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'd like that," Akilliz said, surprised by how much he meant it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "And if you ever want to see real magic," Kael added with a wink, "find me at the Arcanum. I'll show you how to make fire dance." A pause, grin turning sheepish. "Or how not to, depending on the day."
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara's hum drifted closer and she appeared at Akilliz's side, eyes twinkling. "Making friends already, young light? Good. You'll need them."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien and Kael both straightened slightly. "Syl'vyntha," they said in near-unison, bowing respectfully.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Lirien. Kael." Sylvara's smile was warm. "Keeping my apprentice out of trouble, I hope?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Trying to," Kael said solemnly, then ruined it with a grin.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara laughed, tugging Akilliz's sleeve. "Come, young light. The tower calls, and you've rosemary to prepare. Tomorrow starts early."
    

    
      
    

    
      "See you around?" Akilliz asked, glancing back.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Count on it," Lirien said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Bring stories," Kael added. "We'll trade you for gossip and spell mishaps."
    

    
      
    

    
      Walking back through the plaza, Sylvara hummed softly. "Good choice of friends, those two. Lirien's one of the brightest healers in her cohort. And Kael..." She chuckled. "Well, he'll either be legendary or blow up the Arcanum. Possibly both."
    

    
      
    

    
      Two silvers in his pocket. Two potential friends in a city that had felt impossibly lonely just hours ago.
    

    
      
    

    
      Small wins. But they added up.
    

    
      
    

    
      Evening settled over the tower as Akilliz climbed the spiral stairs, legs heavy from the day's work. Sylvara had left instructions, prepare tomorrow's ingredients, study the elven primer, and rest.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sinking at his desk, the crystal window framed tall spires against a darkening sky. The market's noise had faded to a distant murmur. Somewhere out there, Ellisar was discovering the rosemary and note. Lirien and Kael were probably studying, laughing over shared jokes he didn't understand yet.
    

    
      
    

    
      And Aura, he touched the ring, was in the Mistwood waiting.
    

    
      
    

    
      Pulling the journal close, leather warm under his palm, he began writing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Day Two.
    

    
      
    

    
      Breakfast was worse in a different way. The cook saw I threw food away yesterday. Called me wasteful and disrespectful. He's right. I ate everything today, even though no one would sit with me. They didn't insult me. Just pretended I didn't exist. Not sure which is worse.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Heart Garden is beautiful. Sacred. I gathered herbs for tomorrow's salve — yarrow, comfrey, calendula, lavender. Felt competent. Proud, even.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then I ruined it. Knocked over Ellisar's drying herbs. Three days of her work, destroyed in a second because I was careless. She was disappointed more than angry, and that was worse. Sylvara made me gather replacement rosemary. Every stem felt like penance.
    

    
      
    

    
      I was overconfident. Forgot that skill means nothing without care.
    

    
      
    

    
      But then the market. Met Lirien and Kael. Real warmth after the garden's coldness. First friends here. First people who saw me and didn't look away.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sold Ma's last potions. Two silvers. Not much, but it's a start. The merchant called them serviceable. After today, I understand that's not an insult. It's just truth. I'm competent, but I'm not there yet.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tomorrow we make the Wound Knit Salve. And I owe Ellisar more than rosemary.
    

    
      
    

    
      Grace first. Always grace first.
    

    
      
    

    
      He set the quill down, ink drying slow. The elven primer waited beside the journal. He opened it, sounding out words in the quiet.
    

    
      
    

    
      Elun'dei — gratitude, thanks.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vael'ethar — sacred state, healing presence.
    

    
      
    

    
      Shal'kyn — peaceful one, friend of stillness.
    

    
      
    

    
      The words blurred as exhaustion pulled at him. He closed the book, moved to the moss pallet, and closed his eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sleep came.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 18: Alchemists Shadow
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The herbs from yesterday's garden sat arranged on his desk when he woke. Yarrow, comfrey root, calendula, lavender — all ready and waiting for the salve Sylvara had promised to teach him.
    

    
      
    

    
      He dressed quickly, splashed water on his face from the basin, and was lacing his boots when a thought struck him.
    

    
      
    

    
      The letter.
    

    
      
    

    
      That first night — gods, was it only two days ago? He'd written to Pa, but where did it go?
    

    
      
    

    
      His stomach growled. He'd skipped dinner last night, collapsed into bed instead. The Refectory would be serving breakfast soon. Hopefully today someone might talk to him.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Refectory buzzed with morning energy when Akilliz arrived. Apprentices filled long tables in loose clusters organized by rank and discipline. The serving counter steamed with porridge, fresh bread, boiled eggs, and fruit he couldn't name but recognized from yesterday's market.
    

    
      
    

    
      And once again, he froze in the doorway.
    

    
      
    

    
      Where to sit?
    

    
      
    

    
      The high-born section near the windows was obviously out. Middle tables held groups deep in conversation, clearly established friend circles. The back corner had a few solitary students, but sitting alone felt like admitting defeat.
    

    
      
    

    
      Heat crept up his neck. Sweat prickled his palms. Everyone seemed to know exactly where they belonged, and he was standing there blocking the entrance.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Akilliz! Over here!"
    

    
      
    

    
      His head snapped up. Lirien stood at a middle table, waving enthusiastically, auburn braid swinging. Kael sat beside her, already surrounded by books despite it being breakfast.
    

    
      
    

    
      Relief flooded through him. He grabbed a tray, loaded it with porridge and bread — remembering yesterday's lesson about eating properly — and hurried over before they could change their minds.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Morning," he managed, sliding into the seat across from them.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You looked lost," Lirien said, smiling warm and teasing. "Still figuring out the Refectory politics?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Is it that obvious?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Only because I've been exactly where you are." She gestured around the room. "Took me three weeks to find a regular table. Failed trials don't exactly make you popular."
    

    
      
    

    
      Two other students sat at their table, mid-conversation and barely acknowledging the newcomers. One was an elven girl with silver hair pulled into dozens of tiny braids, the other a broader male elf whose robes shimmered with runic stitching.
    

    
      
    

    
      "My offering's nearly ready," the girl was saying, voice bright with excitement. "Enchanted music box that plays different melodies based on the listener's mood. Responds to emotional resonance."
    

    
      
    

    
      The male elf nodded approvingly. "Better than my attempt. Just a preservation ward for food storage."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's practical though," the girl countered. "Practicality counts."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz paused mid-bite. "What are you talking about?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Both students looked at him properly for the first time. The girl's expression shifted to polite confusion. "The Festival? The offerings?"
    

    
      
    

    
      His blank stare must have been answer enough.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael set down his book with a sigh. "Right. You're new. You wouldn't know."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien leaned forward, silver eyes sparkling. "The Festival of Aurelia. Happens once a year, always on the same day in autumn. Every student and citizen over sixteen presents an offering to the goddess. She judges them publicly."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Judges how?" Akilliz asked, though something in his gut already suspected this wasn't casual gift-giving.
    

    
      
    

    
      "She judges them in tiers," the male student said. "Magnificent, Adequate, and Insufficient."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What happens if it's insufficient?" Akilliz pressed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien's expression sobered. "She takes. Usually years of your life. Ages you. Sometimes decades. A few people have died on the spot if their offering was truly terrible."
    

    
      
    

    
      Ice ran down Akilliz's spine. "That's horrifying."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's divine judgment," Kael said quietly. "She provides the light that keeps this city safe from the creatures in the dark, all the blessings elves have naturally. The Festival is how we keep her favor. She expects constant innovation and improvement. It keeps us focused, always getting stronger."
    

    
      
    

    
      The silver-haired girl nodded. "My grandmother presented a healing salve thirty years ago. Magnificent tier, blessed with extended life. Yet if I presented the exact same salve now? She'd probably call it derivative and age me ten years." She laughed nervously.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz's porridge suddenly felt like ash in his mouth. "When is this Festival?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Three weeks away," Lirien said. "You'll need to prepare something."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Potions are my knack, so I suppose I'll have to come up with something good. Gods, imagine if I went back home as an old man!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien smiled gently. "Some say she judges the young less severely. But still, you'll need to brew something impressive." She pulled a small leather pouch from her belt, opening it to reveal a handful of ordinary-looking beans. "I'm presenting these. They're infused with restorative energy. Swallow one and it heals from the inside for days. Hold it and it works from outside too."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael gestured to his pile of books. "I'm trying to invent a new spell. Something that's never been cast before. Problem is, everything's been done already, and I keep blowing things up."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What's today?" Akilliz asked suddenly. Three weeks. He needed to create something magnificent in three weeks.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Tuesday," Lirien said. "Why?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Just trying to keep track of the schedule."
    

    
      
    

    
      The conversation shifted as they finished eating. But his mind stayed locked on the problem, turning it over, looking for edges.
    

    
      
    

    
      His hand went to his pack, fingers finding the familiar shape of the bottled fire Eryndor had given him. The glass was warm to the touch, eternal flame still dancing inside.
    

    
      
    

    
      An idea sparked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What if..." he said slowly, pulling the bottle out and setting it on the table. The flame inside cast dancing shadows across their faces. "What if I could recreate this? But make it drinkable. So someone could breathe fire."
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence fell around their section of the table.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien stared at him. "Drinkable fire?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You want to drink fire?" Kael's eyes were wide. "That's insane."
    

    
      
    

    
      "How would that even work?" the male student asked, leaning forward despite himself. "Fire consumes. It would burn you from the inside out."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Unless it's bound differently," Akilliz said, mind racing now. "This flame doesn't consume the glass. If I could replicate that in a potion — make the fire exist in a state that's controlled, directed..."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You'd breathe fire like a dragon," Lirien finished, voice hushed with either awe or concern. Possibly both.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's..." Kael paused, considering. "That's actually brilliant. Completely insane, probably impossible, but if you pulled it off? Aurelia would call that magnificent for sure."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Or you'll blow yourself up testing it," the silver-haired girl said practically. "Fire magic backlash is excruciating. Your insides would cook."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then I'll have to make sure it works before testing," Akilliz said with more confidence than he felt.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien's hand found his across the table, just for a moment. A brief squeeze of support. "If anyone can figure it out, you can. You made Soul's Breath look easy."
    

    
      
    

    
      Three weeks suddenly felt impossibly short.
    

    
      
    

    
      The alchemical chamber hummed around him as he entered, decanters bubbling on high shelves, vines pulsing soft light along the walls. Sylvara stood at the workbench already, moonlit hair swept back with a leather tie.
    

    
      
    

    
      She looked different today. A deep crimson gown, the sharp makeup, the bold red lips — something about the deliberate edge to it made heat rise in his face before he could stop it.
    

    
      
    

    
      He swallowed hard and forced his gaze to the workbench.
    

    
      
    

    
      She's your teacher, Aki. She's probably also 300 years old. Get it together.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Kwe vadis, young light!" she called, bright as morning bells as she bowed low. "Ready to knit some wounds?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz bowed back, grinning despite his lingering unease, settling his basket of herbs on the bench. "As ready as I'll ever be."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Splendid! Now, before we begin..." She pulled a clay pot from beneath the table, already half-filled with a thick, pale base that smelled of beeswax and olive oil. "This is our foundation. Pre-made, because rendering beeswax properly takes hours and we've better things to do with our morning."
    

    
      
    

    
      She gestured to his herbs. "We'll infuse the base with our gathered ingredients. The yarrow stops bleeding, comfrey knits bone and tissue — hence the name knitbone in the common tongue — calendula prevents festering, and lavender soothes the pain. Together, they create a salve powerful enough to close deep cuts and start the healing process within hours instead of days."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz nodded, already reaching for the yarrow. "Do I grind them first?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Not quite. Watch." She took a handful of yarrow, crushing the flowers and stems together in her palm with deliberate pressure. "We aim to bruise them, release the oils, but not pulverize. Too fine and the texture becomes grainy. Too coarse and the potency's weak."
    

    
      
    

    
      He mimicked her motion with his own handful, pressing firm, feeling the plant matter give beneath his fingers. That sharp peppery scent rose strong. Oil slicked his palm faintly, the plant's essence releasing.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good! Now into the pot, stir it through the base while it's warm." She'd already set the clay pot on the rune-stand burner, heat rising gently. The wax-oil mixture shimmered, warm enough to accept the herbs.
    

    
      
    

    
      They worked in a comfortable rhythm. Crushing, adding, stirring. Comfrey root had to be chopped fine first, its thick pale flesh stubborn beneath the knife. Calendula petals went in whole, their orange-gold color bleeding into the base like captured sunlight. Lavender last, its purple flowers turning the mixture a mottled earthy color that wasn't pretty but smelled divine.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Now we let it steep," Sylvara said, adjusting the burner's dial down to barely-warm. "Twenty minutes, no stirring. The heat draws the essences out, binds them to the wax. Disturb it and you'll break the process."
    

    
      
    

    
      The sand timer chimed softly as she set it, grains beginning their slow fall.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz wiped his hands on a cloth, the question from breakfast bubbling back up. "Syl'vyntha... that first night I arrived. I wrote a letter to my father. Left it on my desk to seal in the morning. But when I woke up, it was gone."
    

    
      
    

    
      She glanced at him, head tilting curious. "Was it now?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yeah. I meant to ask sooner, but everything's been so..." He gestured vaguely at the tower, the city beyond. "Did you see it?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara's expression shifted. Brief surprise, then understanding, then a smile that seemed almost sheepish. "Oh! Yes, I sent it for you, darling. Don't you remember? I could swear I mentioned it." She paused, studying him with those sharp green eyes. "But perhaps not. You've been so overwhelmed these past days. Regardless, I saw it sitting there unsealed and thought, 'The poor boy's exhausted, probably forgot.' So I tucked it in an envelope, sealed it with wax, and sent it with the morning ravens." Her eyes sparkled with pleased helpfulness. "Your father should receive word any day now."
    

    
      
    

    
      Relief washed through him. "Oh. Thank you! I was worried it got lost."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Not at all." She waved it off, already turning back to check the steeping salve. "Can't have dear Torin worrying himself sick, can we?"
    

    
      
    

    
      It made sense. Perfect sense. Thoughtful, even.
    

    
      
    

    
      And yet.
    

    
      
    

    
      Had she been in his room while he slept? A small voice, quiet and easily ignored, whispered: 
      That's helpful. But is it right?
    

    
      
    

    
      He pushed the thought down, smiling his thanks. "I appreciate it. Really."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Of course, young light." She checked the timer. Still ten minutes left. "Now, while we wait, I have a small errand for you. Nothing strenuous, just a quick trip to the archives."
    

    
      
    

    
      The shift in topic felt deliberate, practiced. Akilliz's attention sharpened. "Archives?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "The restricted section, specifically." She pulled a silver key from her pocket, its surface engraved with flowing symbols that seemed to shift when he looked directly at them. "There's a reference text I need for some advanced research. 
      Binding Rites of the Subterranean Lords
      . Dreadfully dull reading, but necessary."
    

    
      
    

    
      She pressed the key into his palm. It was warm and heavy, almost uncomfortably so.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Third tier, eastern wing, corridor behind Thal'endris the Wise's statue. Present this to the door. It'll open for you. The book should be on the third shelf from the left wall, eye-level. Bring it straight back here."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz turned the key over in his hand, studying the engravings. They made his eyes water if he looked too long. "What's the research for?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Advanced binding techniques. Metaphysical anchors, sympathetic connections." She said it casually, like discussing the weather. "I'm preparing a lecture for upper-level students next month."
    

    
      
    

    
      It sounded reasonable. Teachers researched. They prepared lectures. Nothing strange about that.
    

    
      
    

    
      Except.
    

    
      
    

    
      Binding Rites. Subterranean Lords.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Subterranean... like underground? Or demons?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara laughed. Bright, dismissive. "Goodness, no. The 'Subterranean Lords' is just flowery ancient terminology for elemental spirits tied to earth and stone. Long-dead civilizations used to worship them. The binding techniques are applicable to all sorts of alchemical stabilization work."
    

    
      
    

    
      She checked the timer again. Five minutes. "Off you go, young light. Sooner you fetch it, sooner we can finish this salve and move on to more interesting lessons."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz pocketed the key, unease coiling in his gut. But he nodded, smiled, and headed for the stairs.
    

    
      
    

    
      Behind him, Sylvara's humming resumed. Cheerful, unbothered, perfectly innocent.
    

    
      
    

    
      And somewhere in his chest, something whispered this was not a normal request.
    

    
      
    

    
      The restricted archives crouched in Luminael's third tier like a secret the city preferred to forget. Accessible through a narrow passage behind the statue of Thal'endris the Wise, whose stone eyes seemed to follow Akilliz as he squeezed past. The corridor beyond was barely wide enough for his shoulders, walls pressing close, lit only by sickly blue-green flames in wall sconces that cast no shadows.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wrong. Everything about this felt wrong.
    

    
      
    

    
      But Sylvara had asked. He was her apprentice. Maybe this was just normal academic strangeness he hadn't learned to read yet.
    

    
      
    

    
      The door appeared suddenly. Heavy oak, iron-bound, covered in wards that pulsed faint like a dying heartbeat. A brass plaque read: RESTRICTED ARCHIVES, AUTHORIZED ACCESS ONLY.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz pressed the key to the central lock.
    

    
      
    

    
      It clicked. Loud, final. The wards flared bright enough to make him flinch, spots dancing in his vision. When he could see again, the door stood open.
    

    
      
    

    
      Darkness beyond. Not the comfortable darkness of a moonless night, but something heavier. It felt as if the darkness was staring back when you looked at it. The skin on his neck prickled up.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stepped through because turning back felt cowardly, and the door swung shut behind him with a boom that echoed too long.
    

    
      
    

    
      Shelves stretched in every direction, groaning under ancient weight. Leather-bound tomes, rotting parchments, clay tablets carved in dead languages. The air tasted of dust and time.
    

    
      
    

    
      Glowing moss jars on scattered shelves provided barely enough light to navigate. Akilliz moved carefully, following Sylvara's directions: third shelf from left wall, eye-level.
    

    
      
    

    
      He found it exactly where she'd said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Binding Rites of the Subterranean Lords.
    

    
      
    

    
      Black leather, cracked with age. Silver title that gleamed despite the darkness. He pulled it free and dust exploded outward in a choking cloud.
    

    
      
    

    
      The book was heavier than expected. The leather was warm in a way that made his skin crawl. He was tucking it under one arm when the demon's voice slithered into his mind, amused and pointed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Wait
      ."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz froze, hand still on the shelf.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      There's something here. For you
      ."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I need to leave," he whispered. "Now."
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Three shelves to your right. Eye level. Green leather spine. Your mother's name is on it."
    

    
      
    

    
      His breath stopped. "What?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The demon purred, satisfied. 
      "Go look."
    

    
      
    

    
      Against every instinct screaming at him to run, Akilliz moved three shelves right. Scanned the spines in the dim light. And there it was, exactly where the demon said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Green leather. Worn but well-kept. And embossed in faded gold on the spine:
    

    
      
    

    
      Elowen Ashendale, Research Journal.
    

    
      
    

    
      His mother's name. His mother's handwriting.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz hands shook while reaching for it. The journal was smaller than the binding text, pages thick with years of notation. He opened it with trembling fingers.
    

    
      
    

    
      The first page bore her name again in flowing script, and beneath it: 
      Property of Elowen Ashendale, Alchemical Research, Years 1247-1263 of the Third Age.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sixteen years. Sixteen years of her life compressed into one journal, hidden in the restricted archives of a city she'd fled.
    

    
      
    

    
      Why was it here? How had it ended up locked away in a section even most elves couldn't access?
    

    
      
    

    
      He flipped pages frantically, drinking in her words like a man dying of thirst. Potion recipes, ingredient notes, theoretical musings on binding essences and transferring properties. Some pages pristine, others covered in cross-outs and margin scribbles that grew increasingly frantic.
    

    
      
    

    
      A page fell open near the middle, and his eyes caught on a phrase:
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      They want the gift. They can't have it."
    

    
      
    

    
      His heart beat harder against his ribs. Akilliz read faster, desperate for context.
    

    
      
    

    
      Hereditary blessings don't transfer through standard magical channels. I've tried everything. Blood binding, sympathetic resonance, even the old primal methods Ma taught me. The gift is mine. It dies with me unless...
    

    
      
    

    
      The sentence ended mid-thought, the next paragraph completely scratched out beneath heavy black lines.
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned pages. Found another fragment:
    

    
      
    

    
      “
      Aurelia, not as divine as they believe. Her power is…"
    

    
      
    

    
      The rest was torn away. Literally ripped from the binding, jagged edge where the page used to be.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Come on," he muttered, flipping faster. "Come on, Ma, what were you trying to say?"
    

    
      
    

    
      More recipes. More research. Then a full page that made him stop breathing:
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Soul's Breath, Altered Formula"
    

    
      
    

    
      It was the same potion he'd made to save Aura. But the recipe was different. Ma's handwriting annotated the standard elven method with changes, improvements, notes in the margins:
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Primal binding stronger if sung during lunar eclipse. Human methodology superior to elven precision in this case. Trust the intent more than the measurement."
    

    
      
    

    
      She'd perfected it. Improved on centuries of elven knowledge using techniques from Lumara, from Ma's ma, from the old human ways that predated even Luminael.
    

    
      
    

    
      He kept reading, page after page of brilliance and desperation mixed together. And then he found it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Lightspire Bloom Potion, Elven Recipe
      "
    

    
      
    

    
      His hands shook so badly he nearly dropped the journal.
    

    
      
    

    
      This was the potion she'd been researching when she got sick. The one that might have saved her if she'd finished it in time. And here it was, complete, every ingredient listed, every step detailed in her careful script.
    

    
      
    

    
      “
      Extends life. Prevents aging if taken daily. Can restore vitality to the dying if administered properly."
    

    
      
    

    
      Beneath the recipe, more notes:
    

    
      
    

    
      “
      Problem: Lightspire Bloom is extremely rare. Grows only in volcanic regions with specific mineral compositions. I've found a source, but it's protected, dangerous to harvest. Must research cultivation. Transplant methods. If I can grow them myself, unlimited supply. Could save…"
    

    
      
    

    
      The sentence trailed off unfinished.
    

    
      
    

    
      C
      ould save who? He wanted to scream. Yourself? Me? Someone else
      ?
    

    
      
    

    
      Another page, this one headed: "
      On Hereditary Magical Gifts"
    

    
      
    

    
      “
      The gift passes through bloodline, but cannot be stolen, cannot be taught, cannot be transferred through force. It must be given willingly, specifically.”
    

    
      
    

    
      They don't understand this. Keep demanding I teach them, share the method, write it down so others can learn. But it's not a method. It's part of who I am. Part of who my child will be if he inherits it.
    

    
      
    

    
      I fear what they'll do when they realize I truly can't give them what they want."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz's vision blurred. She'd written about him. About the gift passing to him. Had she known he'd inherited it? Had she seen hints of it before leaving?
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned to the final pages.
    

    
      
    

    
      The last entry was dated two days before she left Luminael:
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      I'm running out of time. The council is watching me closer now. Asking questions I can't answer safely. If I don't leave soon, they'll take more than just my research. They know I've studied the true history of this hallowed place.
    

    
      
    

    
      If anyone ever reads this: Trust no one in Luminael, even those who knew me. They will want what I wouldn't give.
    

    
      
    

    
      I'm sorry I couldn't stay. I'm sorry I couldn't finish this.
    

    
      
    

    
      Think for yourself. Question everyone."
    

    
      
    

    
      The words swam through tears. Akilliz pressed a hand to his mouth, swallowing back a sob.
    

    
      
    

    
      She'd known. Known she was in danger, that people were after her gift. And she'd run to protect what was growing inside her. To protect him.
    

    
      
    

    
      A sound echoed through the archives. Distant but distinct.
    

    
      
    

    
      Footsteps.
    

    
      
    

    
      Heavy. Getting closer.
    

    
      
    

    
      Panic took hold. He couldn't take the whole journal — too obvious, too risky. If guards found him with this...
    

    
      
    

    
      He grabbed pages. Ripping frantically, trying to be quiet, hands shaking so hard he tore some crooked. The Soul's Breath altered formula — rip. The Lightspire Bloom recipe — rip, half the page tearing but the recipe intact. The hereditary blessing research — rip, mostly destroyed but fragments clinging. The warning page — rip, clean this time, her final words preserved.
    

    
      
    

    
      The footsteps grew louder.
    

    
      
    

    
      Something else was tucked in the back of the journal. A loose page, different parchment, different handwriting. Old, formal script in ancient elvish. He grabbed it without reading, shoved it with the other pages into his tunic.
    

    
      
    

    
      The journal went back on the shelf, gap obvious but hopefully not immediately noticed.
    

    
      
    

    
      He grabbed the Binding Rites book, clutched it to his chest, and moved.
    

    
      
    

    
      Shelves loomed on all sides, identical, disorienting. The glow-moss light seemed dimmer than before, shadows pressing closer. And between the shelves, in the gaps where darkness pooled thickest —
    

    
      
    

    
      Movement.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not footsteps. Something else. Something that didn't walk so much as flow, darkness given weight and hunger.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Just your imagination," he whispered. "Just scared. Nothing's there."
    

    
      
    

    
      But his body didn't believe him. His body was already running.
    

    
      
    

    
      He burst through the archives door, wards flaring bright enough to blind, and didn't stop. Down the corridor, past Thal'endris's judging stone eyes, into the wider passages of the third tier. He ran until his lungs burned and his legs shook and the archives were three corridors and two staircases behind him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Only then did he stop, gasping, pressing his back against cool stone.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara's book sat heavy in his hands. Just leather and paper.
    

    
      
    

    
      But the pages tucked against his chest felt like they were burning.
    

    
      
    

    
      His left arm itched. A deep, bone-level itch that no scratching could reach.
    

    
      
    

    
      He pulled up his sleeve.
    

    
      
    

    
      The black veins on his palm had spread. What had been a small mark was now creeping up toward the back of his hand. Thin tendrils of corruption reaching like roots seeking water. And there was grey discoloration, as if his hand had been in cold mountain air for too long.
    

    
      
    

    
      His breath came short and panicked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Payment
      ," the demon's voice cooed. "
      Knowledge given, blood taken."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I didn't ask you to show me the journal."
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      You've been wondering about your mother since you arrived. I simply pointed you toward answers."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're spreading. Taking more."
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      There is always a price."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz yanked his sleeve down, wrapping the arm tight.
    

    
      
    

    
      He'd gained Ma's research. Her final words. Recipes that could save lives.
    

    
      
    

    
      But the demon's grip had tightened. Visibly. Undeniably.
    

    
      
    

    
      Was it worth it?
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn't know. Couldn't think about it now.
    

    
      
    

    
      He wrapped the torn pages more securely against his chest and headed back to the tower before anyone could ask questions he couldn't answer.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara accepted the book with eager reverence, fingers tracing the silver lettering.
    

    
      
    

    
      Diagrams flashed past as she opened it. Circles within circles, symbols that twisted wrong when Akilliz tried to focus on them, instructions in flowing script that seemed to writhe on the parchment like living things.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What exactly are you researching?" he asked, unable to keep the edge from his voice.
    

    
      
    

    
      She glanced up, blinking as if surprised he was still there. "Hmm? Oh, binding matrices, as I said. Stabilization anchors for volatile alchemical reactions." Her finger traced a particularly complex diagram — three interlocking circles with branching lines extending outward like roots. "See? This configuration allows you to bind opposing essences without explosive rejection. Fire and water, life and death, that sort of thing."
    

    
      
    

    
      But the wrongness from the archives clung to him like oil.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The salve," he said, gesturing to the workbench where their pot still sat steeping. "Is it ready?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Oh!" She set the book aside — reluctantly, he noticed — and hurried to check. The timer had run out minutes ago, sand pooled completely in the bottom chamber. "Yes, yes, perfect timing." She lifted the pot from the burner with a thick cloth, swirling it gently. The mixture had turned a deep green-brown, herbs fully incorporated, smelling of earth and medicine and growing things.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Now we strain." She produced a fine crystal sieve, positioning it over a wide-mouthed jar. "Pour slow and steady. We want the infused oil and wax, not the plant matter."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz tilted the pot carefully, watching the thick liquid ooze through the impossibly fine mesh. Golden-green and viscous, catching the light as it dripped. The herbs left behind looked spent, wrung dry of their essence.
    

    
      
    

    
      When the last drops fell through, Sylvara capped the jar. "There! Wound Knit Salve, properly made. It'll set as it cools to a soft consistency, perfect for spreading over injuries." She handed him the jar, still warm through the glass. "Keep it in your pack. You'll need it eventually, I suspect. Luminael may be beautiful, but accidents happen."
    

    
      
    

    
      He tucked it carefully into his pack.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara returned to her book, already absorbed, quill appearing in her hand as she began taking notes in her leather journal. Her handwriting was cramped, urgent, filling margins with observations Akilliz couldn't read from his angle.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're free for the afternoon," she said without looking up. "Explore, make friends, spend those coins. I'll be buried in research till evening."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz climbed the stairs to his room, the wrongness settling heavier with each step. The salve lesson had been good. Practical, clear, exactly what he'd come here to learn. But the book, Sylvara's eagerness to dive into it, the way she'd sent him to fetch it rather than going herself...
    

    
      
    

    
      And Ma's journal. Hidden in restricted archives. Why? Who had put it there?
    

    
      
    

    
      He opened his door and stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      His room was cleaner than he'd left it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not dramatically so. His pack still sat where he'd dropped it that morning, his journal on the desk, boots by the bed. But small things were different. The blanket pulled straighter. His scattered herb samples organized into neat piles. Even the floor looked swept, though he distinctly remembered tracking in dirt from yesterday's garden visit.
    

    
      
    

    
      And his desk was completely clear except for his journal. All the loose parchment he'd left scattered, the half-written notes, practice sketches — gone. Organized somewhere, presumably, but he hadn't done it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Someone had been in here. While he was fetching the book.
    

    
      
    

    
      Just being thoughtful. Teachers do that sometimes.
    

    
      
    

    
      But Pa's voice echoed from years of forge-safety lectures: 
      Anyone who moves your tools without asking will hide your mistakes too. And you need to see your mistakes to learn from them.
    

    
      
    

    
      He crossed to the desk, opening the single drawer. His papers sat inside, neatly stacked. Nothing missing that he could tell.
    

    
      
    

    
      Just organized. Without his permission.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stood abruptly, grabbed his pack with the freshly-made salve and his coins, and headed for the door. He needed air. Space. Somewhere that wasn't this tower with its humming walls and too-helpful teacher and rooms that rearranged themselves while he was gone.
    

    
      
    

    
      He pulled the torn pages from his tunic first, looking for somewhere to hide them. The drawer was too obvious. Under the mattress felt cliché. His eyes landed on his boots.
    

    
      
    

    
      He tucked the four pages deep into his left boot, folding them small and pressing them down against the sole. The fifth page — the one with the strange elvish script he hadn't read yet — went into his journal, mixed among his own notes where it would look like he'd copied something from a lesson.
    

    
      
    

    
      The door closed behind him with a soft click. He didn't look back at the too-clean room.
    

    
      
    

    
      Didn't see the faint chalk mark beneath his bed, barely visible in the shadows. A small circle with branching lines extending outward like roots.
    

    
      
    

    
      He wasn't there to see it pulse once, soft and hungry, responding to his departure.
    

    
      
    

    
      The market sprawled in afternoon sunlight, vibrant, loud, and blissfully normal compared to the archives. Fountains splashed in the square's center, the spray catching light and scattering it beautifully.
    

    
      
    

    
      He found the elderly elven woman from yesterday at her blue-cloth stall, sorting bottles with gnarled but steady hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The trial boy. Back already?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He pulled out the jar of Wound Knit Salve, still slightly warm. "I was wondering — do you buy fresh-made salves? Yarrow, comfrey, calendula, and lavender. Made it this morning under Sylvara's instruction."
    

    
      
    

    
      Interest sparked in her expression. She uncapped the jar, sniffed carefully, dipped one finger in to test the consistency. Rubbed it between thumb and forefinger, examining texture and color with the practiced eye of someone who'd evaluated thousands of potions.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good bind," she said finally. "Proper ratios, clean infusion. No separation or graininess." She capped it and set it on the counter. "Four silvers."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz blinked. "Four? That's..."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fair price for quality work," she interrupted. "Healers at the Sanitarium pay six for the same, but they buy in bulk and I need to turn a profit. Four silvers or I pass."
    

    
      
    

    
      He nodded quickly. "Deal."
    

    
      
    

    
      She counted out four silver coins, dropping them into his palm. Then added a fifth.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What's the extra for?" he asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her weathered face cracked into something almost resembling a smile. "For not arguing the first offer like every other apprentice who comes through here thinking their work's worth gold. You'll do well in this city if you remember that humility."
    

    
      
    

    
      Warmth spread through his chest. "Thank you, ma'am."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Don't thank me. Just keep learning." She turned to help another customer.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz pocketed the coins and continued through the market with lighter steps, the weight of the archives fading slightly in the afternoon sun.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Akilliz!"
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned to find Lirien approaching through the crowd. Sunlight caught in her braid as she hurried closer, and his stomach did a strange flip when that smile landed on him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I was hoping I'd run into you," she said, slightly breathless. "How's training going? Learn anything terrible and complicated yet?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He laughed despite himself. "Made a Wound Knit Salve this morning. Just sold it for four silvers."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien's eyebrows shot up. "Four? That's excellent! Most apprentices can't sell anything for months." She studied him with open curiosity. "You really do have a gift, don't you?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Heat crept up his neck. "I had a good teacher this morning. Sylvara walked me through every step."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Still. Four silvers says the work was quality." She glanced around the market, then back at him. "Have you eaten? There's a tavern near here that does amazing meat pies. My treat. Call it congratulations on your first real sale."
    

    
      
    

    
      His stomach growled audibly at the mention of food, and they both laughed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll take that as a yes," Lirien said, already steering him toward a side street.
    

    
      
    

    
      They found Kael at the tavern — The Silver Sickle — hunched over a corner table with books scattered around him and ink staining his fingers. He looked up with bleary eyes as they approached.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Library kick you out again?" Lirien asked, sliding into the seat across from him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Worse. Master Zolam caught me testing a levitation charm on his favorite teacup." Kael's grin was entirely unrepentant. "It was working, too, right up until it exploded. Just boom. Porcelain everywhere. He banned me from unsupervised practice for a week."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz settled into the third chair. "Did you get in serious trouble?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Nah, my family smooths over most disasters. Perks of having a Council member for an uncle." Kael's grin dimmed slightly. "Sometimes I think that's the only reason they keep me around. Talent-wise, I'm adequate. But family connections open doors that skill alone wouldn't."
    

    
      
    

    
      The vulnerability in his voice was raw, and Akilliz recognized it immediately. Before he could respond, a server appeared and took their orders without fuss. Three meat pies, a jug of small ale, bread with herb butter.
    

    
      
    

    
      When she left, Lirien leaned forward. "So, honest question. How are you finding Luminael? Is it everything you hoped, or are you realizing we're all secretly horrible?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He considered. "It's a lot. Beautiful, definitely. Overwhelming. Everyone's so good at everything, and there's centuries of knowledge I'm supposed to catch up on somehow." He paused, then added quietly, "And I can't shake the feeling I don't belong here. Like I'm pretending to be something I'm not."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Welcome to my entire existence," Kael muttered into his ale.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien's expression softened. "I failed my first three trials before passing. Did I mention that?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You did not."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Well, I'm mentioning it because it's important. Everyone here acts like they were born brilliant, but most of us stumbled our way through." She reached across the table, and her hand brushed his where it rested near the bread basket. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She didn't pull away immediately. Her fingers lingered, just a heartbeat longer than accident would explain, and when her silver eyes met his there was something he couldn't quite name. Awareness, maybe. The faintest hint of color rising in her cheeks.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then she pulled back, tucking a strand of sunset colored hair behind her pointed ear, and reached for the bread like nothing had happened.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz's heart thudded inside his ears, and his cheeks burned hot enough that he was certain everyone in the tavern could feel the heat.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael's eyes flicked between them, and his grin spread slow and delighted. "Oh, this is—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Don't," Lirien warned, kicking him under the table hard enough that he yelped.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I wasn't going to say anything," Kael protested, though his grin suggested otherwise.
    

    
      
    

    
      The food arrived, mercifully interrupting whatever teasing was about to commence. The meat pies were as good as promised — flaky crust, rich gravy, chunks of seasoned venison that melted on the tongue.
    

    
      
    

    
      Conversation flowed easier as they ate. Kael told stories about his magical mishaps; an animated training dummy incident, the time he accidentally turned his hair to grass for a month, the legendary disaster involving three roosters and a portal charm that nobody would explain fully but everyone referenced with horrified awe. Lirien shared tales from the Sanitarium. The drunk nobleman who nearly died from drinking furniture polish thinking it was a tonic. A tale of an elderly woman who came in weekly claiming various ailments just because she was lonely.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz found himself laughing genuinely for the first time since arriving in Luminael.
    

    
      
    

    
      "So," Lirien said when the laughter died down, her eyes warm. "What made you decide to pursue alchemy?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The question hit deeper than she probably intended. He set down his ale, fingers tracing the rim of the mug. "My ma was the village healer. Brewed all our cures, kept our people healthy." His throat tightened. "But when it mattered most, when she got really sick... I couldn't save her. The knowledge wasn't enough. The ingredients weren't right. I just watched her fade."
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence fell, heavy but not uncomfortable. Lirien's hand moved across the table again, covering his properly this time. A gesture of comfort.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm so sorry," she said quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's why I'm here," Akilliz continued, voice rough. "I want to finish what she started. Learn what she learned, become what she almost was. And maybe..." He swallowed hard. "Maybe save someone else's mother so their kid doesn't have to watch them die."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien's fingers squeezed his gently. Across the table, even Kael had gone quiet, his usual irreverence muted by genuine empathy.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's the best reason," Lirien said finally. "Better than 
      family expects it
       or 
      I'm good at it so why not
      ." Her silver eyes held his, sincere and steady. "Your mother would be proud of you. I think she is proud, wherever she is."
    

    
      
    

    
      The words cracked something in his chest. Grief and hope tangled together, too big to hold and too precious to let go. He blinked hard against the sudden burn in his eyes and nodded, not trusting his voice.
    

    
      
    

    
      They sat like that for a moment, her hand warm on his, Kael pretending to be very interested in his empty plate, the tavern's noise a comfortable buffer around their quiet corner.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then Lirien pulled back gently, smile returning soft and a little shy. "We should do this again. Every day, if we can manage it. Same time, same place."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'd like that," Akilliz managed, and meant it with every fiber of his being.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good." She stood, gathering her things. "I need to get back to the Sanitarium. Afternoon shift starts soon. But tomorrow? Same time?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Same time," he agreed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael rose too, stretching with theatrical groaning. "With a little time, I bet you'll be crafting potions that make the stars dance before our eyes! Time to clean up after Master Zolam — surely he's left the quarters a mess again."
    

    
      
    

    
      They parted ways outside the tavern. Akilliz stood in the afternoon sun for a moment, replaying the warmth of Lirien's hand on his, the way she'd seen him — not just the mud-born trial boy but the person underneath.
    

    
      
    

    
      I
       could belong here
      , he thought, surprised by how much he wanted it to be true. 
      With friends like that, maybe I actually could.
    

    
      
    

    
      The tower waited, tall, humming, and full of mysteries he didn't understand yet. But walking back through Luminael's sun-warmed streets with eleven silvers in his pocket and the memory of Lirien's smile fresh in his mind, the city felt a little less overwhelming.
    

    
      
    

    
      A little more like home.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 19: Darkness Below
    

    
      
    

    
      He woke standing.
    

    
      
    

    
      The transition was jarring. No gentle drift into consciousness, just sudden awareness that he was upright in the middle of his room with no memory of getting out of bed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Moonlight streamed through the window, painting everything in shades of silver and shadow. The candle on his desk had burned down to a stub, wax pooled thick around its base. Past midnight, maybe closer to dawn.
    

    
      
    

    
      His bare feet were cold against the stone floor.
    

    
      
    

    
      And his right hand held a piece of white chalk.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stared at it, incomprehension giving way to creeping horror. The chalk was worn down, white dust coating his fingers and palm. And on the floor beneath his bed, barely visible in the moonlight —
    

    
      
    

    
      Symbols.
    

    
      
    

    
      Chalk symbols drawn in crude patterns. A circle about the size of his torso, with branching lines extending outward. Amateur work — the lines wavered, some symbols half-finished or incorrectly formed. But deliberate. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He dropped the chalk like it had burned him, stumbling backward until his shoulders hit the wall. His breath came short and panicked, sweat forming on his brow and hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wh-What happened? Did I draw these? What is going on?!
    

    
      
    

    
      The demon's voice slithered in, dismissive and almost bored. "
      Sleepwalking, mortal. Stress does funny things to weak minds."
    

    
      
    

    
      "But the symbols—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Amateur scribbles. You probably saw something in one of Sylvara's books and your dreaming mind regurgitated it onto the floor
      ." The demon yawned, audibly uninterested.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz knelt, studying the marks more closely. They did look crude. Unfinished. Not the precise, intricate work he'd expect from someone who actually knew what they were doing. More like a child's imitation of something they'd glimpsed once.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Someone else could've drawn them," he whispered. "While I slept."
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Oh please."
       The demon's voice dripped with mockery. "
      Who? Your beloved teacher who's been nothing but helpful?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "The chalk was on my desk," he tried weakly. "I don't own any chalk."
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Sylvara left it there for lesson planning. You picked it up in your sleep."
    

    
      
    

    
      Symbols like these could get him expelled. Or worse.
    

    
      
    

    
      His hands shook as he grabbed the cloth from his pack and lunged for the basin, dunking it in water. He dropped to his knees and scrubbed frantically at the chalk marks, watching white dust smear into grey streaks. The symbols resisted, clinging to the stone like they didn't want to go.
    

    
      
    

    
      He scrubbed harder, cloth wearing thin, water splashing. The lines finally began to fade, dissolving into meaningless grey smudges. Within minutes nothing remained but damp spots on the stone.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz sat back on his heels, breathing hard, cloth dripping in his hands. Staring at the clean floor.
    

    
      
    

    
      Just a bad dream. Stress from the city. The demon was right. He was being dramatic. Paranoid.
    

    
      
    

    
      Get a grip, Aki. You're fine. Everything's fine.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was climbing to his feet when he heard it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Footsteps in the corridor outside. Heavy ones. The distinct metallic clink of armor.
    

    
      
    

    
      His heart stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      He dove for the bed, pulling the covers up, forcing his breathing to slow even as his heart threatened to burst out of his chest.
    

    
      
    

    
      The footsteps grew closer. Paused outside his door.
    

    
      
    

    
      Through slitted eyelids, he saw the door crack open. Maybe an inch. Torchlight from the corridor spilled through the gap, and a silhouette filled the space. Broad shoulders. The gleam of polished armor. Too tall to be Sylvara.
    

    
      
    

    
      A guard.
    

    
      
    

    
      Voryn?
    

    
      
    

    
      The silhouette stood there for what felt like an eternity, just watching. Studying his breathing. Probably checking if he was truly asleep or faking.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then the door closed softly, and the footsteps continued down the corridor until they faded into silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz lay frozen, every muscle locked tight, barely breathing.
    

    
      
    

    
      That's normal. That's their job. But he'd opened the door. Stood there watching.
    

    
      
    

    
      He pulled his boots closer, felt for the pages hidden inside. Still there. Safe. Ma's words pressed against worn leather.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Trust no one in Luminael, even those who knew me."
    

    
      
    

    
      He withdrew the pages carefully, unfolding them in the moonlight. Her handwriting, still legible despite the tears and creases.
    

    
      
    

    
      Too much. Too many questions. Too many shadows.
    

    
      He tucked the pages back into his boot, exhausted and frightened in equal measure. The journal went under his pillow. He lay back, staring at the ceiling as dawn began to grey the window.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sleep, when it finally came, was thin and full of nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      He dragged himself upright with the morning, every muscle protesting. The mirror showed dark circles under his eyes, skin paler than usual, hair sticking up in directions that defied all logic. His hands shook slightly as he splashed water on his face from the basin.
    

    
      
    

    
      Pull it together. Just get through today.
    

    
      
    

    
      The window drew him. He crossed the room and looked out over Luminael's waking streets, searching the sky for ravens. Messengers with black wings carrying letters between the city and the world beyond its walls.
    

    
      
    

    
      Nothing. Just empty sky and the eternal glow of vines carrying light through living stone.
    

    
      
    

    
      Day three. Still no word from Pa.
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned to his desk, pulled out his journal, and the ancient elvish page tucked between his notes caught his eye. He unfolded it with trembling fingers. Formal script in a language he could barely sound out stared back at him.
    

    
      
    

    
      He traced the words with one finger, trying to remember anything from the primer Sylvara had given him. The one he'd been ignoring because everything else felt more urgent.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sal... veth... no, salvith?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The phonetics felt wrong in his mouth. Some words he recognized: binding, maybe blood, possibly contract — but the grammar structure was completely foreign. The symbols twisted and reformed when he looked at them too long, making his eyes water.
    

    
      
    

    
      He needed help. Someone who spoke elvish fluently. But showing these pages to anyone meant admitting he'd stolen them from the restricted archives.
    

    
      
    

    
      His eyes drifted to the primer sitting untouched on his desk.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tonight, he decided. He'd ask for help tonight. After he figured out how to do it without revealing too much.
    

    
      
    

    
      His stomach growled. Time to face another day.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Refectory was alive this morning, loud and busy. He found Lirien and Kael's table without struggle this time, sliding into the seat across from them like he belonged there. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien looked up and her smile faltered slightly. "Akilliz... are you alright? You look exhausted."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael glanced up from his book, studying him. "You do look pretty rough, mate. Rough night?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Just didn't sleep well. Still adjusting, I guess."
    

    
      
    

    
      The silver-haired girl leaned forward with sympathy. "The tower rooms can be unsettling at first. All that humming. It kept me up for weeks when I first arrived."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's not the tower," Akilliz said, managing a weak smile. "Just a lot on my mind."
    

    
      
    

    
      He waited until the two others were deep in discussion about Festival preparations, then leaned forward. Kept his voice low and urgent.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I need to talk to you both. Tonight. It's important."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael's eyebrows rose. "Everything alright?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I just need help with something. Please."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien studied him with those perceptive silver eyes, then glanced at Kael. Some silent communication passed between them.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The Grand Library has private study rooms on the third floor," she said quietly. "There's one in the back corner that's usually empty. Four bells?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Earlier if you can," Akilliz pressed. "Please."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Are you in trouble?" Kael said, setting down his spoon.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't know. Maybe." The honesty felt like ripping open a wound. "I just need help with some elvish. Translation. It's private."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien nodded slowly. "Four bells. We'll be there."
    

    
      
    

    
      Relief washed through him. "Thank you."
    

    
      
    

    
      The alchemical chamber was already warm when he arrived. Sylvara stood at the workbench, hair swept back with a leather tie, crimson robes rolled to the elbows.
    

    
      
    

    
      Those sharp green eyes missed nothing as she gestured to the workbench. "Are thee well this morning? You look... tired."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Just didn't sleep well," he managed. "Still adjusting."
    

    
      
    

    
      She pulled a clay pot from beneath the table, set it on the rune-stand burner with practiced ease. Gestured for him to begin preparing the herbs she'd already laid out.
    

    
      
    

    
      He reached for the yarrow and measured it once. Wrong. Measured again. Still wrong. A third time, and he couldn't remember what he'd gotten before. His hands weren't cooperating, trembling slightly as he tried to separate the dried flowers from the stems, scattering half of them across the bench.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Akilliz."
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked up. Sylvara stood with her leather journal open, quill poised, watching him with an expression he couldn't read.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Perhaps some tea first? To settle one's mind?"
    

    
      
    

    
      She produced two clay cups, poured from a steaming pot. The scent of mint rose sharp and inviting, with that same undertone he couldn't place. Sweet and floral, almost like back home. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He accepted the cup she pressed into his hands. The warmth seeped through the clay. He sipped.
    

    
      
    

    
      Mint with something else. Something that made his shoulders loosen despite himself, the fog in his mind clear just slightly.
    

    
      
    

    
      It's just tea. Just normal, helpful tea.
    

    
      
    

    
      But that small voice whispered: 
      Is it though?
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara made a note in her journal. He tried to see what she was writing, angling his head slightly, but she noticed and turned the page away with casual grace.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Better?" she asked, voice warm.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes. Thank you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good." She set the journal aside but didn't close it. "Now. Let us try again."
    

    
      
    

    
      He measured. Got it wrong again — pouring twice into the same measure because he lost count between one breath and the next. She corrected gently, showed him the proper amount, had him pour it back and start over. His hands shook slightly, making the dried flowers scatter across the workbench.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm sorry," he muttered. "I don't know what's wrong with me today."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Exhaustion," she said simply. Picked up her quill again, made another note. The scratch of quill on parchment felt loud in the quiet chamber.
    

    
      
    

    
      They worked through the lesson, but every step was a struggle. Sylvara corrected each mistake with patient precision, and he could feel her watching. Always watching.
    

    
      
    

    
      Finally, when the mixture sat steeping and there was nothing left for him to mess up, she set down her quill and studied him properly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Cannot forge steel when the fire's gone cold," she said quietly. "You are spent, darling. This will do you no good."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're dismissing me early?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "One requires respite, young light." Her smile was kind, reassuring. "Tomorrow we visit the Sanitarium. Young Lirien mentioned you may enjoy seeing their work. I've arranged guest access for the afternoon."
    

    
      
    

    
      Helpful, 
      he thought.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thank you," he managed. "I appreciate it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Of course." She turned back to her workbench, already absorbed in the black leather book still sitting open, pages covered in diagrams that looked far too complicated for a lecture on stabilization. "And darling? If you want to train with that blade of yours, Vaelrik mentioned his training grounds are available. It would do you well to ground yourself in something familiar."
    

    
      
    

    
      He thanked her again and climbed back to his room to retrieve Frostbane, the blade's weight settling against his hip like an old friend's hand on his shoulder.
    

    
      
    

    
      Maybe he was just being paranoid. She was trying to help.
    

    
      
    

    
      The forge welcomed him with walls of heat and the rhythmic clang of hammer on steel. Vaelrik stood at his anvil, shaping a dagger. Elandor spotted Akilliz first, grinning from where he stoked the coals.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The trial's spark returns! Come to show us more of that human magic?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Just looking to train," Akilliz called over the forge's roar. "Sylvara said you might know a spot?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Vaelrik set his hammer aside, wiping sweat from his brow. His gray eyes dropped to Frostbane at Akilliz's hip. "Let me see that blade, pup."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz unsheathed it carefully, offering the weapon hilt first. Vaelrik took it with the reverence of someone who understood steel's language, holding it to the light, testing its balance, running one calloused thumb along the fuller.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thy father's work?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mostly. I helped some. We forged it together before I left."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Almost elven in its precision, yet different. Thy father's own touch, I'd wager." He handed it back with subtle approval. "Good steel knows good hands. Both you and your father have wrought well."
    

    
      
    

    
      Pride swelled in Akilliz's chest. Genuine, uncomplicated warmth. "Thank you, sir."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Don't 'sir' me, potion sipper! I'm a smith, not a lord." Vaelrik jerked his head toward a side door. "Training yard's through there. Mind the veterans though. They bite."
    

    
      
    

    
      The training yard opened into a wide courtyard ringed by stone walls, the ground packed dirt worn smooth by countless boots. Wooden practice dummies stood at intervals. A weapons rack held an array of training swords with blunted edges. Everywhere, elves moved through forms with fluid precision.
    

    
      
    

    
      He moved to an empty space near the wall, unsheathed Frostbane, and began running through the forms Pa had drilled into him. Basic stuff. Guard positions. Footwork. The fundamental strikes that formed the foundation of everything else. His body remembered even when his mind felt foggy. Muscle memory took over. Step, pivot, strike. Block, parry, riposte. The blade sang soft as it cut air, and for the first time since waking, his breath came easier.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Not terrible."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz turned to find Vaelrik leaning against the wall, arms crossed. "For a young human," the smith added with a grunt. "The foundation's solid. Good stance, clean strikes. But you have a rigid form. Fighting a set pattern instead of a living opponent."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's how my pa taught me."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aye, and thy father taught thee well for village brawls and the occasional bandit." Vaelrik pushed off the wall. "Elven combat flows like water, pup. Rigid form breaks against fluid response." He picked up a practice blade from the rack. "When I strike — don't meet force with force. Guide it past."
    

    
      
    

    
      He swung slow. A lazy overhead cut.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz angled his blade to catch the strike and deflect it sideways. The practice sword slid along Frostbane's edge, diverted past his shoulder instead of crashing against his guard.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Better!" Vaelrik's grin was fierce. "Again. Faster this time."
    

    
      
    

    
      They worked through the technique. Vaelrik striking, Akilliz learning to redirect rather than resist. His arms burned with the effort of restraining his instinct to block, but slowly his body began understanding what his mind struggled to grasp.
    

    
      
    

    
      Flow. Adapt. Guide.
    

    
      
    

    
      By the time Vaelrik called a halt, sweat soaked Akilliz's tunic and his lungs burned.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good work, pup." Vaelrik clapped him on the shoulder hard enough to make him stagger. "Practice that. Come back when you're ready for the next lesson."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stayed after, running the redirects alone until his arms burned and his body stopped fighting them.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You! Potion boy!"
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned to find a young elf striding toward him. Maybe sixteen or seventeen in appearance, practice leathers, a wooden training sword slung over one shoulder, and a grin that was both curious and challenging.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I watched your trial," the elf said, stopping a few paces away. "The blue brew. Impressive work."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thanks," Akilliz said warily.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yet brewing and blade work are different skills entirely." The grin turned sharp. "Care to test which of us learned our lessons better? My name's Seren. I'm going to become a kingsblade."
    

    
      
    

    
      Around them, other trainees paused their drills. Akilliz felt the weight of their collective curiosity.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Well met, Seren. My name is Akilliz, and I'm going to be the best potion master you've ever seen," he heard himself say. "Let's go."
    

    
      
    

    
      They faced each other in the center of the yard, wooden practice blades replacing their real weapons. A small amused crowd had gathered. And at the edge of it, standing with perfect military posture, was Voryn. The guard captain's face was impassive, eyes tracking every movement.
    

    
      
    

    
      Great. An audience.
    

    
      
    

    
      "First to three touches wins," Seren said, settling into a guard stance that looked effortless. "Ready?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Seren moved.
    

    
      
    

    
      The first strike came so fast Akilliz barely got his blade up, instinct overriding training as he blocked instead of redirecting. The impact jarred up his arms, and before he could recover, Seren's blade tapped his ribs.
    

    
      
    

    
      "One," Seren said.
    

    
      
    

    
      They reset. This time when Seren attacked — a quick thrust at his shoulder — Akilliz tried to redirect. His blade caught the strike, guided it past, and for a heartbeat he thought he'd succeeded. Then Seren's blade reversed direction with impossible speed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Two."
    

    
      
    

    
      Third exchange. Seren feinted high, struck low, and Akilliz's blade was there. Not blocking, not quite guiding, but there — deflecting the blow enough that it glanced instead of landing clean.
    

    
      
    

    
      Seren's eyes widened fractionally. "Better."
    

    
      
    

    
      They traded strikes. The elf was skilled, clearly trained since childhood. But exhaustion worked both ways, and Seren's attacks came fractionally slower as the exchange lengthened.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz felt it. The moment Vaelrik had described. He felt Seren's pattern, the rhythm of his attacks. He flowed, blade redirecting a thrust past his shoulder, and suddenly there was an opening.
    

    
      
    

    
      He struck. Clumsy, unrefined, but fast enough.
    

    
      
    

    
      His wooden blade tapped Seren's ribs.
    

    
      
    

    
      The crowd went quiet.
    

    
      
    

    
      "One," Akilliz managed, grinning despite his heaving lungs.
    

    
      
    

    
      Seren laughed. Genuine, surprised, pleased. "I'll be damned. The human's got teeth."
    

    
      
    

    
      Seren landed his third touch first — a quick strike to Akilliz's chest that he didn't see coming. But it felt earned rather than inevitable.
    

    
      
    

    
      The small crowd applauded as they both lowered their blades, breathing hard.
    

    
      
    

    
      Seren offered his hand, palm up, fingers spread in an elven gesture of respect. "You fight well. For someone who looks half-dead on his feet."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz clasped it. "You're pretty good yourself. For someone who probably started training before I was born."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Only by a decade." Seren's grin was infectious. "We should do this again."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Deal."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz caught Voryn's eye across the yard before the guard captain turned away. For a heartbeat, their gazes locked.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not contempt or suspicion.
    

    
      
    

    
      It might have been approval.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then the guard was gone, and Akilliz was left wondering if he'd imagined it entirely.
    

    
      
    

    
      The market sprawled in afternoon sunlight, vibrant and loud. He found the fountain in the center square and sat on its edge, mind spinning.
    

    
      
    

    
      Movement across the square caught his eye. A familiar gleam of polished armor. Voryn stood with another guard, talking in low voices.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then Voryn's eyes swept the market and landed directly on Akilliz.
    

    
      
    

    
      His stomach dropped.
    

    
      
    

    
      Voryn said something to his companion. Both guards stood there, talking, not moving. Not coming this way.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz forced himself to stay calm. Maintained eye contact even though his pulse hammered loud enough to drown out the fountain.
    

    
      
    

    
      Voryn turned and walked away with his companion toward the upper district.
    

    
      
    

    
      They hadn't been coming for him at all.
    

    
      
    

    
      The demon's voice slithered in. "
      Or maybe he's watching. Gathering evidence before he strikes."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're not helping."
    

    
      
    

    
      "All you must do is ask
      ."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz didn't respond. Just sat there by the fountain, trying to slow his racing heart.
    

    
      
    

    
      A public garden opened off a side street. He found himself drifting toward it, drawn by the promise of quiet.
    

    
      
    

    
      Collapsing onto the nearest bench, head in hands, he tried to sort through everything. The meeting tonight. What he'd tell Lirien and Kael. How much to reveal without sounding insane.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Akilliz?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He jerked upright, hand instinctively reaching for Frostbane before recognizing the voice.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien stood at the garden's entrance, slightly out of breath, concern written plain on her features. Her hair had escaped its braid in wisps.
    

    
      
    

    
      "There you are." She hurried over, settling beside him without invitation. "I saw you in the market. You looked upset. Are you alright?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The genuine concern in her voice cracked something in his chest.
    

    
      
    

    
      He wanted to tell her everything — the sleepwalking, the symbols, the demon, all of it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I dueled today," he managed. "With a young elf named Seren. Lost pretty badly."
    

    
      
    

    
      Her expression softened immediately. "You're exhausted. Of course you lost. Seren's been training since he was six years old."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know. It was still fun, I guess." He rubbed his face. "I just didn't sleep well. I'm having a hard time adjusting here."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Do you ever feel like you're being watched?" he asked quietly. "Like everyone's waiting for you to fail?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Every single day." Her voice carried old pain. "Especially after my sister Lira's exile. Everyone is watching to see if I'll fail too."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm sorry," he said, meaning it. "That must've been horrible, seeing her leave like that."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It was." Her hand found his where it rested on the bench between them. Deliberate and warm. "Standing there watching the guards march her through the gates. I couldn't do anything. Couldn't speak up, couldn't defend her. Just stood there like a coward."
    

    
      
    

    
      She was crying now, quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "And I don't even know where she is. If she's okay. If she's even alive."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Lirien," he said gently, realization hitting all at once. "I think I know where she is."
    

    
      
    

    
      She froze. Literally stopped breathing, her silver eyes going wide with shock and desperate hope. "What?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your sister — you said her name was Lira. I met her."
    

    
      
    

    
      The sound that came out of her was half-sob, half-laugh. "You met her? Where? When? Is she—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "In the Mistwood village. That hidden village Eryndor protects." He described her quickly. "Auburn hair like yours, silver eyes. She's a weaver. Made these clothes I'm wearing.."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien's hands flew to her mouth, fresh tears spilling over. "She's alive. She's really alive and—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "She's okay," he murmured. "She's safe. She's building a new life. She has friends, purpose. She smiled when I met her. Genuine, not forced."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Tell me everything," Lirien gasped. "Please. Everything."
    

    
      
    

    
      So he did. The Mistwood clearing, the community of exiles who'd built something beautiful together. Eryndor's quiet protection. Lira's weaving, her kindness, the way she'd made him clothes without hesitation. The children she watched over. The friends she'd made who valued her for who she was, not her trial results.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien drank in every detail like a woman dying of thirst, tears still streaming but her breathing gradually steadying.
    

    
      
    

    
      Finally she pulled back, wiping her eyes with her sleeve. She looked wrecked — eyes red, face blotchy, hair half-escaped from its braid. But somehow more real than he'd ever seen her. Raw and honest and vulnerable in a way she hadn't been before.
    

    
      
    

    
      She fumbled in her pocket, pulling out a woven bracelet. Intricate patterns in shades of silver and blue that caught the light like water.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I made this three years ago," she said, voice thick. "The month after she was exiled. It's twin to one she gave me." She pressed it into his hands, her fingers lingering on his. "Next time you go to the village, please. Give this to her."
    

    
      
    

    
      The weight of the bracelet felt heavier than it should. "I will. I swear it."
    

    
      
    

    
      He hesitated, then reached into his cloak, fingers finding the bracelet Lira had pressed into his hand when he left the village. Silver vines woven intricate and beautiful. He'd kept it close, a reminder of kindness when everything felt overwhelming.
    

    
      
    

    
      He held it between them. "She made this for me. I want you to have it. I think she would want you to."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien's eyes widened, fresh tears spilling over as she took it with trembling fingers. She traced the silver vines, the pattern so familiar it made her breath hitch. "She made this," she whispered. "Her work. I'd know it anywhere."
    

    
      
    

    
      She clutched both bracelets to her chest, and the sound that escaped her was half-laugh, half-sob.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thank you. This means so much."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And tell her..." Her voice broke. "Tell her I love her. Tell her I'm sorry I couldn't stop them. Tell her I think about her every single day."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We'll go together then," Akilliz promised. "And you can tell her every word yourself."
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence fell, comfortable despite the heavy emotions. Lirien wiped her face, managing a watery smile. "You really mean it, don't you."
    

    
      
    

    
      She looked at him then — really looked, her silver eyes holding his. And something shifted in the air between them. Awareness, sharp and electric, making his breath catch.
    

    
      
    

    
      She leaned forward. Slowly enough that he could've pulled back if he'd wanted to. Close enough that he could count the silver flecks in her eyes, see the faint freckles on her cheek, the tear tracks still wet on her skin.
    

    
      
    

    
      Their faces were inches apart.
    

    
      
    

    
      She pulled back at the last second, pressing her lips to his cheek instead. But it was deliberate, and when she pulled back they were both blushing furiously.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're a good person, Akilliz," she whispered. "Don't let this city convince you otherwise."
    

    
      
    

    
      Her hand squeezed his one more time. Then she stood, smoothing her robes with shaking hands. "I need to get back to the Sanitarium. But later, at four bells, yes?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Four bells," he confirmed.
    

    
      
    

    
      She laughed softly at his expression — he probably still looked completely stunned — and then she was gone, disappearing through the garden entrance.
    

    
      
    

    
      He sat there for a long moment, replaying the warmth of her lips on his cheek.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Touching
      ," the demon drawled.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Shut up," Akilliz muttered, but there was no heat in it.
    

    
      
    

    
      His face hurt from smiling.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 20: For Whom The Bell Tolls
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The Grand Library loomed before him as the fourth bell's echo faded. Floating lights drifted like lazy fireflies between endless shelves spiraling both upward and downward into darkness.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz descended. First floor down: still students, still safe. Second floor down: serious scholars, enchantments humming. Third floor down: almost empty, air heavy with secrets.
    

    
      
    

    
      The back corner room was exactly where Lirien said it would be. Small wooden door, slightly ajar, warm light spilling out.
    

    
      
    

    
      He pushed it open.
    

    
      
    

    
      The study was a small circular chamber hewn from raw stone. At its heart sat a single scarred table, accompanied by three mismatched chairs. A solitary enchanted light hovered near the ceiling, its warm golden glow flickering gently over everything.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien and Kael waited.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Took you long enough," Kael said. "Thought you'd chickened out."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien shot him a look. "Whatever it is, we're your friends."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I need you to promise you won't tell anyone what I'm about to show you."
    

    
      
    

    
      They exchanged glances.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We promise," Lirien said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yeah. Alright." Kael sounded less certain.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz sat and pulled out his journal with trembling hands. Flipped past his own entries to the hidden pages tucked between and spread them across the table.
    

    
      
    

    
      Four pages. The Soul's Breath altered formula. The Lightspire Bloom recipe. Her final journal entry and the ancient elvish page with its shifting symbols.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael leaned forward. "Where did you get these?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "They're my mother's. From the restricted archives."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You 
      stole
       from—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sylvara sent me there! To fetch some book called 
      Binding Rites of the Subterranean Lords
      . She gave me a strange key. While I was there, I found my mother's journal hidden on a shelf. These pages were loose. I grabbed them when I heard footsteps."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael went pale. "Subterranean Lords. That's old terminology… could be demons, could be dwarves."
    

    
      
    

    
      The word hung in the air.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Why does Sylvara need a book about demons or dwarves?" Lirien asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't know. That's why I need help." Akilliz pointed to the elvish page. "I can't read this."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael picked it up. His eyes widened. "These aren't potion recipes. These are 
      spells
      . Wizard spells." He traced the script. "Torrent. Ethereal Binding. Radiant Sphere."
    

    
      
    

    
      He set it down carefully. "This is formatted like a magic spellbook."
    

    
      
    

    
      "A what?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael pulled out his worn spellbook. "Normal spellbooks forget. Close it, the spells fade. But magic spellbooks are permanent. Strong wizards like Zolam create them. Anyone who reads one remembers forever. They're worth fortunes." He held up the ancient page. "Your mother had access to one."
    

    
      
    

    
      "But she wasn't a wizard. I never saw a wand in our house."
    

    
      
    

    
      They stared at the page.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That doesn't make sense," Kael said slowly. "Only wizards write magic spellbooks."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Maybe someone gave it to her?" Lirien suggested.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Maybe. But why?" Kael frowned. "And why is it in the restricted archives?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Let's test if it's real," Kael said. "I'll translate, you repeat. If it works, the spells inscribes permanently. You won't be able to forget it."
    

    
      
    

    
      He read the first spell in Elvish, then translated as Akilliz repeated. As he spoke, the words inscribed into his memory. Permanent. Like carving stone.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I can feel it," he gasped. "It's in my head."
    

    
      
    

    
      They continued through all three spells. Both could recite them perfectly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Should I?" Lirien asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Do you want wizard spells?"
    

    
      
    

    
      She hesitated. "I'm waiting for healing spells. If there are more pages in the full journal..."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz nodded.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Alright." Kael stood dramatically. "Time to test them!"
    

    
      
    

    
      He raised his hand, fingers spread, and took a deep breath. Spoke the incantation exactly as written:
    

    
      
    

    
      "Vyr'tharis torrethel!"
    

    
      
    

    
      What should have been a deluge — a torrential downpour summoned from the aether — was instead a tiny spritz of mist from the tip of his wand.
    

    
      
    

    
      With a very faint *pffft* sound.
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then Akilliz and Lirien burst out laughing.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's not—" Kael's face flushed. "That's not what it said! It said torrential waters!"
    

    
      
    

    
      He tried again, more forcefully, enunciating each syllable with exaggerated precision. "Vyr'THARIS tor-RE-thel!"
    

    
      
    

    
      A trickle appeared. The tiniest stream of water, like a leaking faucet. Barely enough to wet the table.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz wheezed, doubled over.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Shut up! The description.. it should be able to flood entire rooms!" Kael looked genuinely distressed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's very... practical?" Lirien offered, trying not to laugh.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael groaned. "Fine. Next one."
    

    
      
    

    
      He shook out his hands, reset his stance. Spoke the second spell: "
      Lyr'ethal vincorum
      !"
    

    
      
    

    
      What should have been a rope of ethereal light strong enough to bind dragons — the text claimed — was a single gossamer strand. So thin it was barely visible. It drifted in the air like spider silk, completely useless for anything remotely resembling binding.
    

    
      
    

    
      More laughter.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Great. Just great." Kael didn't even look surprised this time.
    

    
      
    

    
      "One more!" Akilliz encouraged. "Maybe the third one works!"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Hopefully the third one will set me on fire," Kael grumbled, but he raised his wand anyway.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Syl'radis luminara
      !"
    

    
      
    

    
      His wand began flashing like a dying lantern.
    

    
      
    

    
      On.
    

    
      
    

    
      Off.
    

    
      
    

    
      On.
    

    
      
    

    
      Off.
    

    
      
    

    
      Like he was turning a switch.
    

    
      
    

    
      "WOOOOOAH!" Lirien clapped her hands. "So 
      COOOOOOL
      !"
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's outstanding!" Akilliz joined in, genuinely enthusiastic. "You can signal for help!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Both of them completely, hilariously sincere in their encouragement.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael stared at his flickering wand, then at them, then back at his hand. He looked like someone who'd just opened a birthday present to find socks.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Great," he said flatly. "They have these incredible elvish names, sound 
      powerful
      ." He gestured at his pathetic flickering hand. "And they're completely useless."
    

    
      
    

    
      He slumped back into his chair, the light dying with a final sad flicker.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I think the water one was my favorite," Akilliz grinned.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The *pffft* sound really sold it," Lirien added.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I hate both of you."
    

    
      
    

    
      But despite everything, Kael was smiling.
    

    
      
    

    
      Because for the first time in three years of studying under Zolam with his forgetting spellbook, he'd learned spells he'd remember forever. Even if they were useless right now.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Alright, Kael," Akilliz said, still grinning. "Let me try."
    

    
      
    

    
      He reached for Kael's wand.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael yanked it back, making a face like Akilliz had tried to grab something deeply personal. "Well..."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's one of the cardinal sins of wizardry. One mustn't let their wand be touched by others." He tucked it protectively against his chest. "But I'll help you find one. The market sells them."
    

    
      
    

    
      "How much?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Entry-level wand? About three hundred silver."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz's jaw dropped. "Three hundred silver?! That's more money than I've ever seen in my life!"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Should've been a wand maker then," Kael said with a shrug.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're not wrong."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Though..." Kael tilted his head thoughtfully. "The spells inscribed, right? You'll be able to cast whenever you get one, and who knows how strong it'll be. I know you've seen my attempt, but it's still worth trying later."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz nodded, tucking that away for future experimentation.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien had picked up the Soul's Breath formula while they were talking, her eyes scanning it with intense focus.
    

    
      
    

    
      The laughter had gone quiet now. She closed her eyes, still holding the page.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Akilliz, this is so strange." Her voice had gone serious. "I can recite it word for word. I know the song of this potion." She opened her eyes, meeting his. Stunned. "I've never brewed a potion in my life."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael leaned forward, comparing both the spell page and the potion recipe. "Same format. Same precision. Same structure." He looked up at Akilliz. "Your mother didn't just have a magic spellbook. She must have created one. For alchemy."
    

    
      
    

    
      Long pause.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Is that even possible?" Lirien asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I've never heard of one for potions," Kael admitted. "Who could even make something like that?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Zolam could," Akilliz said. "Maybe the Council's Archon."
    

    
      
    

    
      "But they wouldn't just give that power to a human alchemist," Kael said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Unless they wanted something from her," Lirien said quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Her gift," Akilliz realized. "They made the spellbook to trade for her gift."
    

    
      
    

    
      "But it didn't work," Kael said. "Because you can't trade hereditary blessings."
    

    
      
    

    
      They sat with that.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Who wrote it then?" Lirien asked. "If your mother wasn't a wizard, whose handwriting is this?"
    

    
      
    

    
      No one answered.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael picked up the third page. "What's this?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz's throat tightened. "Her last entry. Two days before she left."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael read aloud:
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      I'm running out of time. The council is watching me closer now. Asking questions I can't answer safely. If I don't leave soon, they'll take more than just my research. They know I've studied the true history of this hallowed place.
    

    
      
    

    
      If anyone ever reads this: Trust no one in Luminael, even those who knew me. They will want what I wouldn't give.
    

    
      
    

    
      I'm sorry I couldn't stay. I'm sorry I couldn't finish this.
    

    
      
    

    
      Think for yourself. Question everyone."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien's hand found Akilliz's. Squeezed hard.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Were they hunting her?" she whispered. "What was the council going to do?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael's face had gone pale. "And she was probably pregnant with you."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz couldn't speak. Hearing it like this made it real.
    

    
      
    

    
      "She protected you," Lirien said fiercely. "She got you out. You're here because she was brave."
    

    
      
    

    
      His vision blurred. He nodded, not trusting his voice.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What did they want?" Kael asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Her gift," Akilliz managed. "They wanted to learn it, copy it. But she couldn't give it. It's hereditary."
    

    
      
    

    
      "So they let her leave?" Kael asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Or she escaped," Lirien said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Either way," Kael said, "she hid her research here. In the restricted archives." He frowned. "Why hide it where she was running from?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Maybe they took it," Akilliz said. "Confiscated it. Locked it away."
    

    
      
    

    
      "But why not destroy it?" Lirien asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Because it's valuable," Kael said. "A magic spellbook of permanent alchemical knowledge? That's priceless. Even if they couldn't use her gift, they could study her methods."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sylvara might have taught her," Akilliz said suddenly. "Or maybe it was Thalindra. Hells, I don't know what to make of it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Both stared at him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence stretched.
    

    
      
    

    
      "So Sylvara doesn't know about this journal," Kael said slowly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yet she sent you to the archives," Lirien added. "While it was sitting right there."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What if she wanted me to find it," Akilliz said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "But why?" Lirien asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Maybe she couldn't be seen giving it to you," Kael said. "If the Council confiscated it and she just handed it over, that's theft. But if you found it while getting her book..."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Deniability," Lirien finished.
    

    
      
    

    
      "So she wanted me to find Ma's journal," Akilliz said. "But also needed that demon book. Which means she's researching demons and thinks Ma's work might help."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Or," Lirien said carefully, "she knows you have your mother's gift and wants to study you the same way."
    

    
      
    

    
      The words hit cold.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We need the rest of that journal," Kael said. "We need to know what she discovered. What true history Luminael is hiding."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And we can't let Sylvara know we're looking," Lirien added.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz gathered the pages, tucking them back into his journal. "So we need a plan."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Not tonight," Lirien said, standing. "You're exhausted. We all are. We think about it. Come up with something smart."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael gathered his books. "Don't do anything stupid without us."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Promise."
    

    
      
    

    
      They left together into cool evening air. Parted at the plaza.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz walked back alone, the question turning over and over in his mind as Luminael's streets hummed quiet around him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Who wrote the spellbook in Ma's handwriting if she wasn't a wizard?
    

    
      
    

    
      He climbed the tower stairs.
    

    
      
    

    
      Pushed open his door.
    

    
      
    

    
      And there on his desk sat a neatly folded letter sealed with Thalindra's mark.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 21: Judiciar's Truth
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Red parchment bearing Thalindra's seal. His stomach dropped through the floor.
    

    
      
    

    
      He broke it open with trembling fingers.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Present thyself at my private office. Immediately. A guard will escort thee."
    

    
      
    

    
      No explanation. No context.
    

    
      
    

    
      S
      he knows. She knows about the pages. She knows about the library. She knows—
    

    
      
    

    
      Heavy footsteps below. The main door slammed open.
    

    
      
    

    
      *Clank. Clank. Clank.*
    

    
      
    

    
      The unmistakable sound of armor echoed up through the tower.
    

    
      
    

    
      Someone was in the workshop.
    

    
      
    

    
      His heart beat hard enough to bruise. Sweat broke out across his forehead, his palms, the back of his neck. The letter crumpled in his shaking hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      A voice rose in his skull: "
      You're shaking, trembling. Act normal, mortal
      ."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Akilliz Ashendale?" A voice called up the stairs. Formal. Commanding.
    

    
      
    

    
      They're here for me. They found out.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Akilliz Ashendale!" Louder this time. Impatient.
    

    
      
    

    
      He forced himself to move. Opened his door on legs that had forgotten how to work, looked down the spiral staircase to the main level below.
    

    
      
    

    
      A guard stood tall and imposing, silver plate polished to a mirrored brightness. The elf's expressionless face could have been carved from stone. Cold eyes looked up at Akilliz.
    

    
      
    

    
      Waiting.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes," Akilliz managed, voice barely above a whisper.
    

    
      
    

    
      He descended the stairs. Each step felt like walking toward the gallows. Sweat dripped down his spine. His hands shook so badly, slick with sweat, that he pressed them flat against his thighs to hide it.
    

    
      
    

    
      The guard's eyes tracked him the entire way down. Never blinking or softening.
    

    
      
    

    
      When Akilliz reached the bottom, the guard spoke.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Come with me."
    

    
      
    

    
      It was not a request.
    

    
      
    

    
      The journey to Luminael's third tier was a waking nightmare.
    

    
      
    

    
      Elite towers pierced the sky like crystalline needles. Guards at every corner — and every single one seemed to look at him as they passed. Other elves moved aside, eyes following, whispers starting.
    

    
      
    

    
      They know. They all know. That's the human who stole from the archives. That's the one with demon marks.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Keep moving," the guard said without looking back.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz realized he'd stopped walking. His legs felt numb. His vision swam at the edges.
    

    
      
    

    
      What if someone found the summoning circles I couldn't quite wash away?
    

    
      
    

    
      His heart raced faster, pounding in rhythm with his footsteps. His tunic was soaked through with sweat by the time they reached the third tier. His hands trembled so violently he had to clasp them together, pressing until his knuckles went white.
    

    
      
    

    
      The guard stopped before a familiar door. He knocked once, the sound sharp in the silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Enter," came Thalindra's voice from within.
    

    
      
    

    
      This is it. This is where it ends.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stepped through.
    

    
      
    

    
      The door closed behind him with a soft chime.
    

    
      
    

    
      The panic that had been clawing his mind — the wild, screaming certainty of execution — eased. Not gone. Still there, coiled in his stomach. But the sharp edge of it dulled. Like stepping from harsh wind into shelter.
    

    
      
    

    
      He could breathe.
    

    
      
    

    
      The office was familiar now — stone carved desk, the crystal tree in the corner with its drifting motes. Some warm like fairy light, golden and lazy. Others cooler, blue-white and purposeful. Behind the desk the tapestry depicted Luminael from above, every detail perfect and vivid.
    

    
      
    

    
      And there, behind the desk, sat Thalindra.
    

    
      
    

    
      Without her helmet.
    

    
      
    

    
      She looked tired.
    

    
      
    

    
      The flame on her chest pulsed steady but dim. Her white hair fell loose past her shoulders, pale blue strands threading through. And her eyes of pure white, pupil-less, held something he hadn't expected.
    

    
      
    

    
      Worry.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sit, youngling." Her voice was gentler than in the trial. She gestured to the chair smooth as river stone. "Please."
    

    
      
    

    
      He moved forward. Sat. The chair was cool beneath him.
    

    
      
    

    
      His hands were still shaking.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra poured tea from a delicate pot. Steam rose in curling wisps. She slid a cup across the desk toward him.
    

    
      
    

    
      He reached for it, hand trembling. Tea sloshed over the rim, scalding his fingers.
    

    
      
    

    
      She stood without a word, moved around the desk, and steadied the cup with both hands around his. Her touch was warm. Real.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Breathe," she said quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      He did. A deep breath that actually filled his lungs.
    

    
      
    

    
      She held the cup steady until his hands stopped shaking, then released it and returned to her seat.
    

    
      
    

    
      He sipped. Mint and honey. The warmth helped.
    

    
      
    

    
      The crystal tree's motes drifted slower, as if listening. The room's silver veins pulsed in rhythm with his slowing heartbeat.
    

    
      
    

    
      They sat in silence for a moment. She watched him with those starlight eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Better?" she asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      He nodded.
    

    
      
    

    
      She picked up her own cup. Drank. Set it down with careful precision.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I saw thee enter places thee should not have been." Her voice was quiet and measured.
    

    
      
    

    
      His heart kicked.
    

    
      
    

    
      She waited. Watching. Those blind eyes somehow seeing right through him.
    

    
      
    

    
      And Akilliz felt something strange. Not like the demon's compulsion that hooked in his chest and moved him against his will. This was different. Subtler. But just as strong.
    

    
      
    

    
      The truth felt easier. Like the weight of carrying lies was heavier than whatever punishment honesty might bring.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I..." He stopped. Started again. "Sylvara sent me. To the restricted archives."
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra's expression didn't change. She just listened.
    

    
      
    

    
      "She gave me a key. Told me to fetch a book for her research." He swallowed hard. "
      Binding Rites of the Subterranean Lords."
    

    
      
    

    
      A slight shift in her posture. Subtle. But he caught it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "And did you fetch it?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      
    

    
      She was quiet for a moment. Then: "Show me the key. The one Sylvara gave thee."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't have it. I returned it to her."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Describe it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "About this long." He gestured. "Silver. Had a rune carved on the back. Felt warm when I held it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra stood. Moved to an ornate box on the wall, all flowing lines and crystalline inlay. She pressed her palm against it. The box opened with a soft chime, revealing nine keys hanging in perfect order.
    

    
      
    

    
      All nine intact.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Come here. Point to the one thee used."
    

    
      
    

    
      He stood. Approached. Studied the keys. Similar shapes, all silver and ornate. But one had a gemstone where he remembered the rune.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That one. Except hers had a rune here, not a gem."
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra took the key. Held it out. "Take it. Tell me if Sylvara's felt different."
    

    
      
    

    
      He did.
    

    
      
    

    
      And nearly dropped it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Heavy. Impossibly heavy. Like holding a brick of solid iron. Frost formed on his fingertips where metal touched skin.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Magic," Thalindra said simply. "Bound and concentrated. That key holds enough power to unlock the most warded place in this city." She took it back. "Did Sylvara's feel normal?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes. Just warm, heavy but no more so than a key of that size."
    

    
      
    

    
      She returned it to the box. Closed it with a click.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That was not an elven key." Her voice had gone quiet. Careful. "That must have been dwarven work."
    

    
      
    

    
      The words settled heavy.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Dwarven?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Indeed. Forged with their craft. Inscribed with one of their runes." She turned to face him. "Which means either a dwarf walks these streets... or Sylvara had one forge that key in secret."
    

    
      
    

    
      She moved back to her desk. Sat.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The book. 
      Binding Rites of the Subterranean Lords.
       What is it?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't know. She just said she needed it for research."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Subterranean Lords." Thalindra's expression darkened. "Old terminology. Pre-Luminael. For the dwarven kings who ruled the deep places." A pause. "The ones who summoned demons."
    

    
      
    

    
      The air felt colder.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Demons," Akilliz repeated.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Indeed. The dwarves called them from the dark. Bound them to service. Used them as weapons." Her starlight eyes found his. "Until the demons turned on them and nearly destroyed everything."
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Why would Sylvara need a book about that?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "An excellent question." Thalindra steepled her fingers. "One I intend to answer."
    

    
      
    

    
      She studied him for a long moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I need thee to do something for me. Something that requires trust."
    

    
      
    

    
      His stomach tightened. "What?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I need to see that key again. The dwarven one. Study its construction. Understand how it was made and by whom." She leaned forward. "But Sylvara cannot know I suspect anything."
    

    
      
    

    
      "How—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ask her for archive access again. Tell her you need research for your Festival offering. She'll give you the key." She paused. "When you leave the archives, a guard will be waiting. He'll search you. Find the key. Bring you here."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You want me to get caught?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "The guard is mine. You'll face no punishment. But I must see that key." Her expression was grave. "This is important, youngling."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz's mind spun. "What if she won't give it to me?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Tell her you need a specific book. 
      Nicodemo Maximo's Collection of Infernal Alchemical Medicinal Materials
      . Black cover, bound in Nightmare hide. It documents Dragon's Breath cultivation." She tilted her head. "That is your offering, yes? Making something such as the Dragon's Breath plant drinkable?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "How did you—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I make it my business to know what my apprentices work on." A slight smile. "The book exists. It's genuinely useful. Requesting it will seem natural."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And when your guard searches me?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "He'll find the key. Escort you here. You may keep the book — payment for this service." Her voice turned firm. "But take nothing else. Nothing that suggests you went for any reason but research."
    

    
      
    

    
      She paused.
    

    
      
    

    
      "After, go to the library and meet your friends. I'll need time to examine the key before returning it. Someone will return it to you later."
    

    
      
    

    
      He nodded slowly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm trusting thee with this," Thalindra said quietly. "A mortal. A human child. That is not something done lightly here."
    

    
      
    

    
      She stood. Moved around the desk.
    

    
      
    

    
      "But I see thy soul, youngling." Her voice dropped lower. "And I see thy hand."
    

    
      
    

    
      His blood went cold.
    

    
      
    

    
      "There's darkness in thee. Something thee fights." Her starlight eyes seemed to pierce right through the bandages. "Tell me child, what ails thee so?"
    

    
      
    

    
      And there it was.
    

    
      
    

    
      The moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Don't
      ," the demon's voice hissed suddenly in his mind. "
      Don't say a word. She's fishing. She doesn't actually—"
    

    
      
    

    
      But Akilliz's hands were shaking again. Sweat coalescing on his forehead.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra's expression softened.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Youngling. What's wrong?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I — I —" The words caught in his throat.
    

    
      
    

    
      She moved closer. Slowly. Like approaching something wild and frightened.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Easy. You're safe here."
    

    
      
    

    
      But he wasn't. He'd never be safe again. Not with this thing crawling up his arm.
    

    
      
    

    
      She stopped in front of him. Reached out. Took his left hand gently in both of hers.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lifted it toward her face.
    

    
      
    

    
      "May I?" she asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      He nodded. Couldn't speak.
    

    
      
    

    
      She unwrapped the bandages slowly. Carefully.
    

    
      
    

    
      And there it was.
    

    
      
    

    
      The mark. Black veins spider-webbing from the scar on his palm, creeping past his wrist now, darker than they'd been yesterday. Pulsing faint with something that wasn't human.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra's expression didn't change. But the flame on her chest flickered anxiously.
    

    
      
    

    
      She traced one of the veins with a fingertip. Her touch was warm against the corruption.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How long?" she asked quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Since my mother died."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And how did thee come by this?"
    

    
      
    

    
      This was it. The confession that would end everything.
    

    
      
    

    
      But the truth wanted out. And he was so tired of carrying it alone.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I made a deal," he whispered. "On Frosthelm. The night she was dying."
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra's hands tightened fractionally around his.
    

    
      
    

    
      "With whom?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't know his name. He just offered knowledge. Said he could teach me how to save her if I..." His voice cracked. "Blood for knowledge. That was the deal."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And did thy pact prove useful?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The tears came then. Hot and shameful.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No. It was too late. She died anyway and now I'm..." He looked at his hand. At the corruption spreading like poison. "I'm turning into something."
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra was quiet for a long moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then her left hand began to glow.
    

    
      
    

    
      Blue light. Soft at first, then brighter. A circle appeared on her palm, intricate runes inscribing themselves in concentric rings around a central symbol.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What are you—"
    

    
      
    

    
      She pressed her glowing palm to his forearm.
    

    
      
    

    
      Golden light exploded outward.
    

    
      
    

    
      A barrier formed around his entire hand and forearm. Spherical. Perfect. Bright enough to make him squint. The crystal tree's motes flared in response, swirling faster.
    

    
      
    

    
      Heat flooded through him. Not painful, but intense. His hand burned within the barrier, but the mark burned hotter, black veins writhing against the light like living things trying to escape.
    

    
      
    

    
      And then —
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      Complete and absolute silence inside his head.
    

    
      
    

    
      For the first time since Frosthelm, the demon's presence inside his skull was gone.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz gasped. The sudden absence was shocking. Like surfacing from deep water.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What — what did you —"
    

    
      
    

    
      "A barrier," Thalindra said calmly. Power radiated from her palm, steady and controlled. "He cannot hear us now. Cannot see or interfere." Her starlight eyes met his. "Tell me everything. While we still have time."
    

    
      
    

    
      So he did.
    

    
      
    

    
      The words came in a desperate rush. The night Ma was dying. The storm on Frosthelm. The voice in the darkness offering exactly what he needed. The cut palm. The blood soaking into fresh earth. The pact made in fear and desperation.
    

    
      
    

    
      How he'd asked for knowledge to save her.
    

    
      
    

    
      That the demon had been whispering ever since.
    

    
      
    

    
      "He offers favors," Akilliz said, voice breaking. "Knowledge whenever I need it. But when I ask — when I owe him — my body moves without permission. I nearly killed a fairy, and a thief on the way here. I offered blood when I didn't want to." He looked up at her through tears. "I can't control it and I don't know how to stop it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra listened without interruption. Her hands steady around his. The barrier never wavering. The crystal tree's motes drifted in slow, contemplative circles.
    

    
      
    

    
      When he finished, she was quiet for a long moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then she spoke carefully.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The demon thee speaks to is Taimon."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stilled.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Taimon," he said quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      The name felt different spoken aloud. He had carried it nameless for so long — a voice, a presence, a weight. Now it had a name. He turned it over in his mind like a stone, feeling its edges.
    

    
      
    

    
      "God of earth, stone, and shadow. One of the Nine themselves."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz's breath caught. "A god?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Indeed. Not merely a demon, but a devil who once helped to shape this world." Her voice was grave. "Which makes thy pact far more dangerous than thee could have known."
    

    
      
    

    
      She explained the difference between natural pacts and formal ones. How most people's connection to the Nine was gentle, mutual, renewable through rest. How his was different. Binding. Permanent. Growing stronger with every favor.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What thee did on that mountain was rare," she said. "Blood given willingly. Knowledge received directly. Intent spoken aloud. These things create bonds that cannot easily be broken."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Can they be broken at all?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I do not yet know." Honest. Unflinching. "I gave up that search long ago. The gods hide such knowledge well." Her expression softened slightly. "But I will try. There may be ways to slow it, if not stop it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What happens to me if you can't?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thee will become a dark elf."
    

    
      
    

    
      She said it simply. No sugar coating.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The mark spreads with each use of his power. Your skin will pale. Your ears will sharpen. Your nature will shift to match his domain — earth and shadow and cold stone."
    

    
      
    

    
      She moved closer.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It begins with paranoia. Feeling watched. Hunted. Unsafe."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz's stomach dropped. "I already... earlier today, in the market, I thought Voryn was coming for me. He wasn't even looking at me but I was certain —"
    

    
      
    

    
      "It has begun." Her voice was grave. "Faster than I'd hoped."
    

    
      
    

    
      She continued. The progression. Paranoia giving way to physical changes. Skin darkening to ash-gray. Eyes turning red. Aversion to light. Inability to feel warmth.
    

    
      
    

    
      "And at the end, Akilliz will stop existing. A dark elf will remain. One who serves Taimon completely."
    

    
      
    

    
      The words settled like stones.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How long?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I cannot say. It depends on how often you use his power. How many favors you use."
    

    
      
    

    
      "So I just... never use it?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "If possible, yes. Only if life hangs in balance." She paused. "But there is something else. Something that may help."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "The pact thee made. 'Blood for knowledge,' yes?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He nodded.
    

    
      
    

    
      "But you've been asking for knowledge first. Then providing blood afterward."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's... yes. That's how it works."
    

    
      
    

    
      "No." Her voice was firm. "That is why he has power over you. When you ask first, you create debt. A favor owed. And debts can be called in." Her starlight eyes held his. "But if one pays first — blood given before knowledge requested — it becomes a purchase. An exchange. He has far less power to compel you."
    

    
      
    

    
      Understanding hit like lightning.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Pay first. Then ask."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Precisely. It will not eliminate his influence. But it should lessen his grip considerably."
    

    
      
    

    
      The barrier dissolved. Golden light fading back into her palm. The blue rune circle dimmed and vanished. The crystal tree's motes settled back into their lazy drift.
    

    
      
    

    
      Taimon's voice didn't return immediately.
    

    
      
    

    
      But Akilliz could feel him there. Lurking.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then, quiet as falling snow: "
      So. Thalindra Vael'Shara thinks she can save you. How... touching
      ."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stiffened. Thalindra noticed immediately.
    

    
      
    

    
      "He speaks again?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What does he say?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Don't answer that, boy. Some things should stay between us
      ."
    

    
      
    

    
      But Akilliz met Thalindra's blind, starlight eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      "He thinks you can't save me."
    

    
      
    

    
      Her expression hardened. "He would think that."
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra released his hand. Moved back to her desk. Exhaustion showed in every line of her body. The flame on her chest burned low.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I failed thy mother," she said quietly. "She spoke to me of being watched. Studied. Made to feel like a curiosity rather than a person. I dismissed her concerns. Told myself other matters demanded my attention elsewhere." Her blind eyes found his. "I will not fail thee."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thank you," he whispered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Don't thank me yet." She sat heavily. "But I can offer some protection now. A counter-binding to slow the corruption. Shield you from his worst influences."
    

    
      
    

    
      "How?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "An oath. To me. It will bind you to my service and protection." Her expression was serious. "It requires truth. Obedience. Trust. In exchange, I will use every resource to save you from this fate."
    

    
      
    

    
      Another binding. Another chain.
    

    
      
    

    
      But this time with someone who'd held his cursed hand without flinching.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What do I do?"
    

    
      
    

    
      She stood. Extended her left hand palm-up. The blue circle flickered to life again.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Make three vows. Speak them true."
    

    
      
    

    
      He placed his right hand in hers.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Dost thou swear to speak truth about the demon's influence, even when fear bids thee to hide?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I do."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Wilt thou resist his voice, refusing his favors unless life itself hangs in the balance?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I will."
    

    
      
    

    
      The third question came weighted with significance.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Wilt thou serve my will when I call upon thee, trusting I act to save thee from the fate he has planned, obeying without question if circumstances demand it?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He paused. Blind obedience. That was what Taimon demanded. Was he just trading one master for another?
    

    
      
    

    
      But Thalindra's expression was understanding. "I know what I ask, youngling. But there may come a time when explaining would cost us precious seconds. When hesitation could mean your death or the death of others." Her voice softened. "I need your trust. As I am trusting you despite the mark you bear."
    

    
      
    

    
      He thought of Ma. Of the demon consuming him piece by piece. Of Thalindra's starlight eyes seeing his soul when everyone else saw only a mud-born human.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I will," he said, and meant it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Light flared between their joined hands. Not the brilliant explosion of her barrier, but something softer. Golden and warm, like dawn breaking over mountains. It pulsed once, twice, three times in rhythm with his heartbeat, then faded. The crystal tree's warm motes swirled in celebration.
    

    
      
    

    
      When she released his hand, a faint mark remained on his right palm — a circle so pale it was barely visible, glowing faint when he angled it to the light.
    

    
      
    

    
      The mirror opposite of Taimon's corruption.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The pact is made," Thalindra said quietly. "You are under my watch now, Akilliz. I take that responsibility with utmost seriousness."
    

    
      
    

    
      He stared at the mark. Something loosened in his chest. For the first time since Frosthelm, he didn't feel completely alone.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Now go," she said, though her voice was gentle. "Rest tonight. Tomorrow you visit the Sanitarium with Sylvara. Attend, learn, keep your focus steady." Her expression turned firm. "She must not know about our arrangement. Must not know about the marks you now bear."
    

    
      
    

    
      "How do I hide them?"
    

    
      
    

    
      A slight smile touched her lips. "Might I suggest gloves."
    

    
      
    

    
      He laughed despite everything. "I'll get some at the market tomorrow."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good."
    

    
      
    

    
      She moved toward the door, clearly exhausted. But before opening it, she turned back.
    

    
      
    

    
      "One more thing, youngling."
    

    
      
    

    
      He waited.
    

    
      
    

    
      She moved closer, both hands extended. "This I vow to you. Not as Judiciar to subject, but as one who loved your mother's brilliance and kindness. I will protect you, Akilliz. Even if it costs me everything."
    

    
      
    

    
      The tears came then. His, not hers, though her eyes were wet too. He stepped into her embrace, letting her hold him the way Ma used to when the world felt too big.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Go now, little one," she murmured. "Tomorrow brings new challenges. But you are not alone anymore. Remember that."
    

    
      
    

    
      He nodded against her shoulder, unable to speak.
    

    
      
    

    
      Finally, he pulled away. The door felt heavy as he opened it.
    

    
      
    

    
      The guard waited outside, silent and impassive, ready to escort him back through evening streets.
    

    
      
    

    
      As they descended into the city, Akilliz turned his palm toward the fading light. The pale circle barely visible, glowing faint. The opposite of what crept up his other hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      Two marks now. Two bindings.
    

    
      
    

    
      He tucked both hands into his cloak and walked home.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 22: Conspiratorium 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
           He woke with both hands under the pillow.
    

    
      
    

    
           For a moment he just lay there, feeling the weight of them. Then he pulled them out slowly, one at a time, and held them up in the grey morning light.
    

    
      
    

    
           Left hand. The black veins had not retreated overnight. They crept past his wrist now, thin tendrils reaching toward his forearm, darker against his skin than they'd been yesterday. He flexed his fingers. The mark pulsed faint, like something breathing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Right hand. The pale circle was still there, barely visible unless he angled it just right. Thalindra's mark. He held it toward the window and watched it catch the light, glowing soft as a coal that hasn't quite gone out.
    

    
      
    

    
      Two marks. Two bindings. Two secrets he couldn't tell anyone.
    

    
      
    

    
      Well. Almost anyone.
    

    
      
    

    
      He dressed quickly, pulled on a clean tunic, and made a note to find leather gloves at the market today. Deep brown ones, if he could. Something that looked practical rather than suspicious.
    

    
      
    

    
      The plan Thalindra had laid out seemed simple enough in her office. Ask Sylvara for the key. Get the book. Let the guard catch him. Bring the key to Thalindra.
    

    
      
    

    
      But telling Lirien and Kael, that felt different. Dangerous. Like speaking the plan aloud might make it real in ways he wasn't ready for.
    

    
      
    

    
      He grabbed his pack and headed down to the Refectory.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Refectory buzzed with morning energy when he arrived. Apprentices filled long tables in loose clusters. The serving counter steamed with porridge, fresh bread, and boiled eggs.
    

    
      
    

    
      He loaded his tray and scanned the room.
    

    
      
    

    
      There. Lirien and Kael sat at their usual table near the middle. The silver-haired girl and the broad-shouldered male elf from before were absent today. Akilliz approached, setting his tray down. "Morning."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Morning," Lirien said warmly. Then her smile faltered slightly as she actually looked at him. "You okay? You look exhausted."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael glanced up from his porridge. "Up studying elvish again?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "No. Just couldn't sleep."
    

    
      
    

    
      He waited until the surrounding tables were deep in their own conversations, then leaned forward, keeping his voice low. "Actually, I have to tell you both something."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael's eyebrows rose. Lirien set down her spoon, immediately focused.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What happened?" she asked quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Last night, Thalindra called for me."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What?" Kael's voice rose slightly. Students at a nearby table turned their heads. He lowered it to a hiss. "Thalindra? The 
      Judiciar
      ?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien had gone pale. "Oh gods. She knows about the library, doesn't she? She knows we took—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "No. Listen." Akilliz cut her off gently. "She knows I was in the restricted section. But she doesn't know about everything else. She knows because Sylvara sent me there. With a key."
    

    
      
    

    
      "How is that possible?" Kael asked. "If she knows you were there—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "She wants the key." Akilliz kept his voice steady. "The one Sylvara gave me wasn't normal. She held one of her own keys out and made me compare them. Sylvara's felt lighter than it should've been. Thalindra's was impossibly heavy. Frost nearly formed on my fingers just holding it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael's eyes went wide. "Dwarven? But that's—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know." Akilliz glanced around. "Thalindra thinks something's going on. She wants to study the key. Figure out how it was made and why Sylvara has it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "So what does she want you to do?" Lirien asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ask Sylvara for archive access again. Tell her I need research for my Festival offering." He met their eyes. "She mentioned a Dragon's Breath plant. I actually do need to study it. There's a book called “Nicodemo
       Maximo's Collection of Infernal Alchemical Medicinal Materials”
      . Black cover, bound in Nightmare hide. Thalindra says it has everything about Dragon's Breath cultivation."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael stared at him. "Did you just casually say Nightmare hide?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Apparently it's a creature. Moving on." Akilliz pressed forward. "Sylvara gives me the key, I go to the archives, and when I leave a guard will be waiting. He'll search me. Find the key. Bring me to Thalindra."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're going to get caught?" Lirien's voice rose slightly. She caught herself, lowered it. "On purpose?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "The guard is Thalindra's. No real punishment. But she needs that key, and Sylvara can't know she suspects anything."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael leaned back, processing. "So Thalindra gets the key. You get the book. Sylvara gets the key back eventually. Everyone's happy."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Except..." Lirien's silver eyes found his. "What about your mother's journal?"
    

    
      
    

    
      And there it was. The question he'd been dreading.
    

    
      
    

    
      "She said I'll be searched when I leave," Akilliz said quietly. "So I can't take it. Maybe I read another page or two while I'm there. Memorize what I can."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's no good." Lirien's voice was firm. "We need the whole thing. Not fragments you half-remember."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I have a solution," Kael said suddenly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Both of them turned to look at him.
    

    
      
    

    
      He grinned. That mischievous, slightly manic grin that meant he'd thought of something brilliant or incredibly stupid. Possibly both.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We steal Zolam's magic satchel."
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What's a magic satchel?" Akilliz asked finally.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Like a normal satchel," Kael explained, leaning forward conspiratorially. "Except you can fit anything in it and it won't get heavier. Tables, chairs, entire carts of supplies. I've seen him pull a whole desk out of it once."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's incredible."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's also legendary," Lirien said flatly. "And it belongs to an Archon-class wizard. How exactly are you planning to steal from Zolam?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Easy." Kael's grin widened. "He's asleep."
    

    
      
    

    
      "He's always asleep," Lirien pointed out.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Exactly. Sylvara hasn't delivered his speed potions yet. Without those, he sleeps for days. Sometimes whole weeks." Kael looked between them. "With your help, it should be easy. We just borrow it for a few hours. Return it before he wakes up."
    

    
      
    

    
      "With our help?" Akilliz echoed. "You want us to help you rob an Archon?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Borrow," Kael corrected. "Not rob. Big difference."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's too dangerous!" Lirien's voice had an edge of panic. "We could all be expelled. Or worse. Do you know what Zolam would do to people who steal from him?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Nobody's getting turned into anything," Kael said. "Because we're not going to get caught. And technically, Akilliz is the one doing the stealing when he takes that journal. We're just facilitating."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz's mind raced. If the satchel could hold anything without getting heavier, he could take the whole journal. Hide it inside. The guards would search him and find nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      But the words landed like a punch to the gut.
    

    
      
    

    
      Take nothing else. Nothing that suggests you went for any reason but research.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra had trusted him. Given him a mission. Made a pact to protect him from what was crawling up his left hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      And he was planning to betray that trust the first chance he got.
    

    
      
    

    
      But Ma's journal...
    

    
      
    

    
      "It depends on you," Kael said quietly, watching Akilliz's face. "What's it worth to find out what's in there? What your mother discovered. Why she ran. What she meant about Aurelia."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz met his eyes. "Everything."
    

    
      
    

    
      The word came out steadier than he felt.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then I'll help," he said to Kael. "We'll get the satchel. And the journal."
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned to Lirien. "You don't have to get involved if you don't want to. I know it's dangerous. I know it's wrong. But I have to know what she found."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien stared at him for a long moment. Her expression cycled through concern, frustration, fear, and finally something that looked almost like resignation.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ugh. You guys." She rubbed her face with both hands. "This is insane. This might go very badly."
    

    
      
    

    
      She lowered her hands. Met their eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      "But it's right too. Finding the truth. Understanding what happened to your mother." She sighed. "Alright. I'm in. If only so you two don't screw it up on your own."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael's grin returned full force. "Knew you'd come around."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Don't make me regret this," she warned.
    

    
      
    

    
      "So tonight then," Kael said, already planning. "I'll be waiting for you at the Arcanum. Akilliz, can you get the key tonight?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll try. We're visiting the Sanitarium today. Maybe I can ask her after."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll be there during your visit," Lirien offered. "If I have time I'll show you some of our work. Might actually help with what you're supposed to be doing here anyway."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good." Akilliz nodded. "Alright. Tonight. I get the key from Sylvara. We borrow the satchel from Zolam. Then I go to the restricted section, grab both books, and we return the satchel and key before anyone notices."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Now this is the kind of thing I like," Kael said, eyes bright with excitement. "Way more fun than sorting mushrooms by moon phases or whatever Zolam gives me next."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're starting to talk like him," Lirien observed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What? I am not!" Kael looked genuinely offended. "The day I start talking like that old wizard is the day I grow hair on my toes."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Disgusting," Lirien said flatly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's a valid comparison!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz found himself laughing despite the knot of anxiety in his stomach. These two. Somehow they made planning a heist from a legendary wizard feel almost manageable.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien stood, gathering her tray. "I need to get to my shift. See you both tonight."
    

    
      
    

    
      She paused, looking down at Akilliz. Her expression softened. "Be careful today. With Sylvara. Don't let her suspect anything."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I won't."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And Akilliz?" She touched his shoulder briefly. "We'll figure this out. Your mother's journal, all of it. You're not alone."
    

    
      
    

    
      Her words hit harder than they should have. He nodded, not trusting his voice.
    

    
      
    

    
      She squeezed once, then left.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael watched her go, then turned back with a more serious expression. "She's right, you know. About being careful. Sylvara's smart. If she even suspects you're up to something..."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good." Kael stood, stretching. "I've got to go pretend to study ancient runes for a few hours. Zolam's latest obsession — apparently there's some inscription in the deep archives he wants translated." He rolled his eyes. "Like I can read pre-Luminael dwarvish."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Can you?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "...a little. Don't tell him that." Kael grinned. "See you tonight. Arcanum. After evening bells."
    

    
      
    

    
      "After evening bells," Akilliz confirmed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael left, and Akilliz sat alone at the table for a moment, staring at his half-eaten breakfast.
    

    
      
    

    
      He should go. Sylvara would be expecting him soon.
    

    
      
    

    
      But he sat a moment longer, the weight of what they were planning settling over him like a cloak.
    

    
      
    

    
      Stealing from Zolam. Lying to Thalindra. Taking Ma's journal despite being told to take nothing else.
    

    
      
    

    
      Every choice felt wrong and necessary at the same time.
    

    
      
    

    
      What would you do?
       he thought, touching the journal through his tunic. 
      Would you tell me to trust Thalindra? Or would you tell me to find the truth no matter what?
    

    
      
    

    
      The journal didn't answer. It never did.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 23: Sanitarium 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
           Sylvara stood at the workbench, hair swept back with a silver clasp, crimson robes catching the morning light. She looked up as his boots hit the doorstep, and something flickered across her face. She was assessing. 
    

    
      
    

    
           "Kwe'vadis, young light," she said while bowing, her voice bright as morning bells. "Thou lookest weary. Rough night?"
    

    
      
    

    
           Heat crept up his neck as he bowed in return. "Just... adjusting still."
    

    
      
    

    
      She studied him for a moment, green eyes seeming to look through him rather than at him. "Mm. Well, today shall be a respite from our usual rigors." She gestured to the tea already poured, steam curling invitingly. "Drink. Then we visit the Sanitarium as promised."
    

    
      
    

    
      He accepted the cup, sipping carefully. Mint and honey with a subtle undertone he couldn't place. The warmth spread through him, and some of the exhaustion loosened its grip.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Do they have a lot of books?" he asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Indeed. Lirien speaks highly of their medical library. One may find it illuminating." She watched him over the rim of her own cup. "I have Council business this morning. Urgent matters regarding the spreading sickness in the lower tiers. Thalindra has called a meeting."
    

    
      
    

    
      She set down her cup with deliberate precision. "I will escort thee to the Sanitarium and introduce thee to the Head Healer. You may study their library, observe their methods, perhaps assist where needed. Lirien will guide." A slight smile. "Consider it field research. I expect a full report on what you learn. Use elvish where you can."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz nodded, trying to keep his face neutral. A whole day at the Sanitarium. Away from Sylvara's watchful eyes. By the Nine, he hadn't been studying elvish at all. Maybe he would have time to talk to Lirien, to plan, to figure out how to ask for that key tonight.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Or she's testing you,"
       a small voice whispered. “
      Seeing what you'll do when she's not watching."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll learn everything I can,”  he said honestly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know you shall." She finished her tea. "Come. We leave now."
    

    
      
    

    
      The Sanitarium rose in the city's second tier, white marble that seemed to glow with its own inner light. Arched windows revealed glimpses of healers moving with quiet efficiency. The scent hit him as they entered, herbs sharp and clean, underlaid with an astringent that made his nose wrinkle.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara led him through corridors revealing beds and patients, others closed with sounds of pain and healing beyond. Healers in pale blue robes nodded respectfully as they passed, turning toward Sylvara with clear deference.
    

    
      
    

    
      They found the Head Healer in a small office lined with medical texts. An ancient elf, appearing perhaps eighty in human terms though probably ten times that amount, with silver hair braided in intricate patterns.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Tessa, this is Akilliz, my apprentice," Sylvara said. "He will be studying here today while I attend Council matters. I trust you will make him welcome?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Tessa's sharp gray eyes fixed on Akilliz with unsettling intensity. She leaned forward slightly, studying his face with clinical interest.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Hmm. Yes, yes, I see." She tilted her head. "Fascinating. The ears are so round. And that nose, barely any bridge at all! Like a button." She reached toward his face as if to touch, then seemed to remember herself and pulled back. "Apologies. Professional curiosity. We see so few humans here. The anatomical differences are quite remarkable."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz didn't know whether to laugh or be offended. He settled for a polite smile that felt more like a grimace.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The trial boy," Tessa continued. "Soul's Breath brewed in the square. Impressive work, regardless of ear shape." Her expression softened fractionally. "Any who can craft Vael'tharis may study here freely. Though I would very much like to examine those ears later. For research purposes. Purely academic."
    

    
      
    

    
      Is she serious?
       Heat crept up Akilliz's neck.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Lirien!" Tessa called toward the corridor. "Come show your round-eared friend our facilities!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien burst through the door moments later, auburn braid half-undone and streaming behind her like a banner, pale blue robes showing evidence of a chaotic morning. She was slightly out of breath, freckles standing out against flushed cheeks, but her silver eyes brightened immediately when she spotted him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're here! Perfect timing, we're completely overwhelmed today."
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara made her farewells, reminding Akilliz she'd return by evening, and swept out in a whisper of crimson robes.
    

    
      
    

    
      As the door closed behind her, Tessa's demeanor shifted from formal to practical.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Can you brew?" she asked Akilliz bluntly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes, ma'am."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good. Lirien, put him to work. We've twenty patients waiting and half our staff is out sick." She was already moving toward the door, clearly heading back to triage. "If he's half as skilled as the trial suggested, we can actually help people today instead of just triaging. I know you wanted to study, Akilliz, but experience will be far more useful than any book."
    

    
      
    

    
      He nodded, understanding passing between them.
    

    
      
    

    
      She paused at the threshold, glancing back at him again with unsettling intensity. "I wonder if the ear structure affects the hearing range. I should test that later. Do you think you would sit still for measurements?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Before anyone could respond, she was gone, leaving Akilliz and Lirien alone in the small office.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien snorted. "Don't let her get started. Last week she spent two hours measuring a merchant's beard density. Poor man fell asleep." She grabbed his hand, already pulling him toward the door. "Come on. I'll show you the library first, then the brewing room. We've got work to do."
    

    
      
    

    
      She showed him the library, floor-to-ceiling shelves packed with books, scrolls, anatomical diagrams pinned to boards, jars of preserved specimens. The smell of old parchment mingled with medicinal herbs.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Study here whenever you want," she said. "But right now..." Distant shouting echoed from elsewhere in the building. She winced. "Right now we have a triage hall full of people who need help. My assistant called in sick. Ironic, given we're treating a sickness outbreak." She grabbed his hand without hesitation. "Can you help? Please?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at her, eyes bright with hope and exhaustion. Purpose sparked through him, cutting through the numbness that had been settling in lately.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Help how?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Her grin was fierce and beautiful. "I will assess patients, provide diagnoses, and prescribe treatments. You brew whatever I need. Together we can work fast, and maybe I can actually treat people instead of just running in circles all morning."
    

    
      
    

    
      She was already pulling him toward a side door. The brewing room beyond made his fingers itch to start working. 
    

    
      Shelves packed with ingredients labeled in both Common and Elvish, organized with meticulous precision. Multiple workstations lined the walls, burners waiting, tools gleaming on hooks.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll call out what I need based on diagnosis," Lirien said, pulling her hair back into a tighter braid. "Listen for symptoms, they'll tell you what to adjust." She handed him a hastily scrawled list. "Common potions and their uses. Your ma was a healer, so you should recognize most of these. Can you handle this?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He scanned it: Chamomile decoction (fever, anxiety), Lungwort tincture (respiratory), Wound salve (trauma), Willow bark brew (pain, inflammation)...
    

    
      
    

    
      "Let's find out," he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her smile could have lit the whole Sanitarium.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Patient presenting with elevated temperature, dry cough, no chest congestion!" Lirien's voice carried from the triage hall, clinical and precise. "Likely viral, upper respiratory only. Chamomile decoction with feverfew, standard dosing!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz's hands moved through familiar steps — grinding chamomile flowers, measuring feverfew, binding with honey, adding moondew base. Muscle memory from hundreds of village brews guided him. Within minutes he was carrying the pale gold potion to where Lirien administered it to an elderly elf woman.
    

    
      
    

    
      The woman's breathing eased almost immediately. She smiled up at them with watery eyes. "Blessings, children. Both of you."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien caught his eye across the hall and grinned.
    

    
      
    

    
      First success.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Middle-aged male, productive cough with green sputum, chest pain on deep breath!" Lirien's pointed ear pressed to an elf's back. "Bacterial infection, lower respiratory. Lungwort tincture with eucalyptus, HEAVY eucalyptus to break up congestion!"
    

    
      
    

    
      He'd never made this exactly, but the principle was similar to Ma's chest cold remedy. He crushed lungwort leaves fine, steeped them in alcohol base, added eucalyptus oil until the sharp scent made his eyes water.
    

    
      
    

    
      Brought it to Lirien, who tasted it carefully. Her nose wrinkled. "Medically sound but way too bitter. Patients won't drink this willingly."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Honey and a touch of peppermint to mask the taste?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Perfect. Maybe some anise for the aftertaste too."
    

    
      
    

    
      He adjusted, brought it back. She tasted again, eyebrows rising. "Now that's drinkable. You're thinking past just 'does it work' to 'will they actually take it.'"
    

    
      
    

    
      Warmth spread through his chest. "Ma always said the best potion in the world is useless if it stays in the bottle."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Smart woman." Lirien administered the tincture, then paused, voice softening. "I'm sorry. I know she passed."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yeah." The word came out rougher than intended, but he smiled softly. "But she'd like this. Helping people."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien squeezed his arm gently. "You should smile more. It looks good on you."
    

    
      
    

    
      He flashed a sheepish grin.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then she was back in the thick of it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Deep laceration, radial artery nicked but not severed!" Lirien had her hands pressed to a middle-aged elf's forearm, blood seeping between her fingers despite pressure. "I need wound salve, double strength with extra yarrow for clotting, and extra comfrey for deep tissue repair!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz ground ingredients with focused intensity, adding calendula for its anti-infection properties, binding it all with beeswax. The salve came together thick and green-gold, smelling sharp and medicinal.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good timing," Lirien said when he brought it. "Help me apply it. I need both hands to keep the wound closed."
    

    
      
    

    
      They worked in synchrony, her holding the laceration shut while he spread salve with careful fingers. The flesh began knitting almost immediately, the elf's expression shifting from pained to merely uncomfortable to relieved.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Remarkable," the elf said, flexing his fingers.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thank my assistant," Lirien said with a smile that made Akilliz's chest warm. "He brews faster than anyone I've worked with."
    

    
      
    

    
      The next patient was a child maybe eight years old, with a purple-tinged rash spreading up her left arm like twisted vines. The mother clutched the girl close, panic plain across her features.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Rash appeared this morning as a single spot," Lirien murmured, examining the discoloration with gentle fingers. "Now covering approximately thirty percent of the limb. Progression suggests..." She pressed lightly — the girl winced. "Tender to touch, slight heat, purple rather than red..."
    

    
      
    

    
      She tried standard anti-inflammatory salve. The rash didn't respond.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Not allergic reaction, texture's wrong. Not bacterial, progression too uniform." Lirien frowned. "Akilliz, come look. Fresh eyes?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He studied the discoloration. Purple. Spreading in web-like patterns that almost seemed to pulse.
    

    
      
    

    
      Almost like —
    

    
      
    

    
      Recognition prickled cold down his spine. Similar to what crept up his own hand, hidden beneath his sleeve.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Could it be exposure to something unusual?" he said carefully. "Dark magic contamination sometimes presents with purple discoloration and web-pattern spreading."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien's eyebrows shot up. "That's fairly obscure. Where did you —"
    

    
      
    

    
      "We dealt with some strange cases near Frosthelm. Ma had notes about magical corruption symptoms." Not entirely a lie. "If that's what this is, silverleaf extract with blessed water should counteract minor taint. But I've never actually made it, it's just theory."
    

    
      
    

    
      She studied him for a long moment. But the child whimpered, and priorities shifted. "Let's try it."
    

    
      
    

    
      He brewed it quickly, silverleaf requiring precise temperature control or it turned toxic instead of healing. He sang Ma's song softly while working.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien applied it with gentle hands, murmuring comfort to the child.
    

    
      
    

    
      The rash faded. Not slowly — quickly, and visibly. The purple drained away until only healthy skin remained, slightly pink but otherwise perfect.
    

    
      
    

    
      The mother burst into tears of relief.
    

    
      
    

    
      When they stepped away, Lirien grabbed his elbow. "That was brilliant. You saw something I completely missed." She paused. "Your mother must have been exceptional."
    

    
      
    

    
      "She was." The words came out thick.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien squeezed his arm, understanding in her eyes. "Let's keep going. More work ahead."
    

    
      
    

    
      An elderly male elf shuffled into the triage hall, guided by a younger woman who bore enough resemblance to be his granddaughter. The old elf looked physically healthy, spry even, for someone appearing to be in his sixties. Straight posture, fluid movements.
    

    
      
    

    
      But his eyes were distant, unfocused, looking at things that weren't there.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Grandfather needs his calming medicine," the woman said, voice tight. "He's been confused today."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien's expression softened into something achingly gentle. "Of course. Come, let's sit here."
    

    
      
    

    
      She led them to a quiet bench while Akilliz watched, uncertain what medicine would help this. The old elf settled and immediately brightened, turning to Lirien with pure joy.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Arian! There you are, my dear! I've been looking everywhere for you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "My name is Lirien, grandfather." She took his weathered hands in hers.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Larien?" Confusion clouded his features. "Then where's Daniel? He promised we'd have supper. Damn boy always smells like bread..." His face crumpled. "I can't... the days all run together now..."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's alright. You're safe here."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Such nice birds today," he said suddenly, gazing past her shoulder at the blank wall with wonder.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien followed his gaze to empty space. "Birds?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Oh, you like birds too?" His face lit up with childlike enthusiasm. "Aren't they magnificent?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't see any birds, grandfather."
    

    
      
    

    
      He leaned in conspiratorially, pointing at nothing. "Well, that's because you aren't looking properly. See? Right there, the blue one with spotted wings. And there, the little red fellow, just singing his heart out!"
    

    
      
    

    
      He sat back, smiling at the wall, utterly content in his delusion.
    

    
      
    

    
      The granddaughter's hand tightened on his shoulder, tears threatening. Lirien administered a simple calming draught, nothing that would cure, just ease the agitation. The old elf settled deeper into his pleasant confusion, humming a tune from centuries past.
    

    
      
    

    
      As they walked away, Akilliz heard him say dreamily: "I do love birds. Always have. Always will."
    

    
      
    

    
      "How old?" Akilliz asked quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Seven hundred thirty-four," Lirien said, checking her notes with trembling hands. "Physically healthy. Could live another century easily. But his mind..." Pain flickered across her face.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The birds weren't real."
    

    
      
    

    
      "No. But to him, they were more real than we are." She glanced back at the old elf describing his imaginary birds with animated gestures. "After about seven hundred years, minds begin to drift. Not all at once, it's gradual. Small things forgotten first. Names. Dates. Then faces. Eventually they live more in memory and imagination than present."
    

    
      
    

    
      "But his body..."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Is perfectly healthy. That's the cruel part. Bodies stay strong while minds dissolve. He could live another hundred years like this, losing more each day until nothing remains but confusion and birds." Her voice went thick. "It's why elves fear age more than death. We don't fade gracefully. We watch ourselves disappear piece by piece until we're not aware of anything real anymore."
    

    
      
    

    
      From across the room, the old elf's cheerful voice drifted: "The birds say it'll rain tomorrow. They're NEVER wrong..."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz felt something cold settle in his chest. "That's horrible."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's the price of long life," Lirien said softly. "Everything costs something."
    

    
      
    

    
      The next patient made the previous seem almost merciful.
    

    
      
    

    
      An elderly female elf, physically healthy, appearing perhaps fifty in human terms. She sat rigidly, hands clenched in her lap. Silver eyes wide with terror, pupils dilated, fixed on Lirien with desperate intensity.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Tremor in hands, dilated pupils, rapid breathing, elevated heart rate," Lirien murmured, checking vitals. "But physically healthy. No signs of illness." She crouched before the woman. "What brings you in today?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I feel it starting," the woman whispered, voice shaking like wind through dead leaves. "The fog. It's at the edges now, creeping in. I forget small things. The name of a street I've walked for five hundred years. What I ate for breakfast. Which grandchild visited yesterday... or was it last week?" Her voice cracked. "How long before I forget my children's NAMES? My husband's face? How long before I'm the one seeing birds that aren't there?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien took both trembling hands in her own, professional mask slipping to reveal raw empathy. "How old are you?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Six hundred eighty-seven." The number came out like a death sentence. "I have friends who've already drifted. I watched them go. Watched them forget me, forget themselves, forget everything that made them who they were." She leaned forward desperately. "Is there anything? Any potion, any treatment, any prayer? I don't want to lose myself. Please. I'm so scared."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien's composure cracked, revealing the young woman beneath who had no answers, no solutions, no hope to offer. She squeezed the woman's hands tighter.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm so sorry. There's no cure. Nothing we can brew that stops time's effect on the mind."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then what do I do?" The woman's voice rose, edging toward panic. "I'm watching it happen. I can feel myself slipping away. I don't want to forget. I don't want to become a stranger in my own mind. I don't want to die while my body keeps living!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien didn't answer with words. She just held the woman's hands, sitting with her in the terrible silence of truth no potion could change.
    

    
      
    

    
      The woman wept quietly, and Lirien wept with her.
    

    
      
    

    
      After long minutes, the woman's breathing steadied. She squeezed Lirien's hands once more. "Thank you. For not lying to me."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I wish I could do more."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You did what mattered. You listened. You sat with me instead of rushing away." The woman stood, straightening with dignity. "That's more than most can offer."
    

    
      
    

    
      She left, and Lirien sagged against the wall. Akilliz moved to stand beside her, close enough that their shoulders touched.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Does that happen often?" he asked quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Often enough." She rubbed her eyes, smearing ink across one cheek. "Healing isn't just potions and bandages. Sometimes it's just not leaving people alone in their fear."
    

    
      
    

    
      He stood beside her, solid and present, until she straightened with the resilience of someone who did this every day.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Next patient," she said, voice steadying. "There's always a next patient."
    

    
      
    

    
      The afternoon wore on.
    

    
      
    

    
      A child with a broken arm. Lirien's hands moved with practiced precision while Akilliz brewed a pain-numbing draught. The crack of bone realigning made his stomach turn, but the child never stirred.
    

    
      
    

    
      An apprentice alchemist who'd mixed incompatible reagents and was now breaking out in hives that migrated across his skin, shifting from arm to chest to face in slow waves.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Elevated histamine response combined with residual magical interaction," Lirien diagnosed. "The potions are STILL reacting inside his bloodstream."
    

    
      
    

    
      "So we neutralize the magic and calm immune response simultaneously," Akilliz muttered, grinding ingredients. "But most magical neutralizers are toxic if ingested..."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What about silverleaf again?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Different mechanism. This is internal reaction." He chewed his lip. "Maybe blessed thistle to purify blood, chamomile for inflammation, and birch bark? It's a detoxifier. Might bind magical residue."
    

    
      
    

    
      First attempt: hives stopped moving but turned bright red.
    

    
      
    

    
      Second attempt: hives faded but the apprentice started hiccupping.
    

    
      
    

    
      Third attempt, with Lirien adjusting proportions: hives faded completely, no side effects.
    

    
      
    

    
      The apprentice sagged with relief. "Thank you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Use a proper lab next time," Lirien said dryly. "With ventilation."
    

    
      
    

    
      When he left, Lirien turned to Akilliz with raised eyebrows. "Birch bark detoxifier? Where did you learn that?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Honestly? I've studied the concepts." He grinned despite exhaustion. "Ma taught me principles. How ingredients interact. The rest is just trying things, adjusting what's needed."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's called intuition. Most follow formulas exactly, terrified to deviate. You adapt." She bumped his shoulder with hers. "That's the mark of a real healer."
    

    
      
    

    
      The compliment settled warm in his chest.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then the critical case arrived.
    

    
      
    

    
      The doors burst open hard enough to slam against walls. Two elves stumbled in carrying a third between them — a young male, barely twenty in appearance, convulsing violently. Foam flecked his blue-tinged lips. Eyes rolled back showing only whites. Blood vessels burst in his sclera, turning whites red.
    

    
      
    

    
      "POISONING!" one carrier shouted, voice cracking. "Accidental. He was brewing experimental tonic! Flask exploded, he breathed the fumes! Please!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien moved fast, gentleness replaced by emergency precision. "Get him on the table! Clear the workspace!" Already checking airways, pulse, pupil response. "Akilliz, mild sedative immediately to stop convulsions!"
    

    
      
    

    
      He grabbed poppy flowers, valerian root, brewing the simplest sedative while his hands shook. Two minutes.
    

    
      
    

    
      She administered carefully as too much would depress breathing, too little wouldn't stop the seizures. The victim's convulsions eased fractionally, body still twitching but no longer in danger of self-injury.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien pressed her ear to his chest, face going grim. "Respiratory distress, heart rate erratic, multi-organ involvement. This isn't simple poisoning…whatever he breathed is reacting with his chemistry." She looked up, real fear in her eyes. "I need a universal antidote. It's our only chance."
    

    
      
    

    
      His stomach dropped. "I've never made that."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Emergency protocols —" She thrust a manual at him, flipping to a marked page. Instructions covered two pages, half Common, half archaic Elvish he could barely parse. "Activated charcoal base, silverleaf, moonwort, blessed thistle, dragonroot, starflower essence..." Twelve ingredients. "Standard brew time is ten to fifteen minutes. We have maybe ten before organ shutdown. Sedatives bought time, not much."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stared at the page, at blue-tinged lips, at friends sobbing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ten minutes. Instructions half in a language he couldn't fully read. A person dying.
    

    
      
    

    
      His hands moved on autopilot, gathering ingredients, but halfway through he hit the Elvish section and his brain stuttered. Symbols blurred, refusing to resolve. Was that 
      heat until boiling
       or 
      heat until warm?
       That character, 
      three drops
       or 
      three parts?
    

    
      
    

    
      The victim seized again despite sedative, back arching, horrible rattling from his chest.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Akilliz, STATUS?" Lirien called, hands keeping the victim from falling.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I — there's Elvish, I can't read it fast enough —"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Do your best! HURRY!"
    

    
      
    

    
      His hands shook over the mortar. Couldn't think, couldn't focus, couldn't afford to guess wrong —
    

    
      
    

    
      The victim's lips turned purple. Not blue. Purple. Like the child's rash but spreading from inside out.
    

    
      
    

    
      One friend screamed: "PLEASE! Do something!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz grabbed the knife from his belt without pause, dragged it across his palm. Pain flared white-hot as the blood welled.
    

    
      
    

    
      Blood first. Then ask.
    

    
      
    

    
      He pressed his bleeding palm against the workbench, letting blood soak into the wood grain.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Knowledge," he whispered. "How to read these instructions."
    

    
      
    

    
      The response was immediate, hungry, and gleeful.
    

    
      
    

    
      Knowledge slammed into his skull. Elvish symbols resolved, meaning flooding through in torrents. Heat until simmering. Three drops, not parts. Steep thirty seconds clockwise, not counter. His hands moved with sudden certainty, ingredients flying together in precise order, temperatures exact, Ma's binding song weaving through elven theory he hadn't possessed minutes ago.
    

    
      
    

    
      The potion turned from muddy brown to clear silver.
    

    
      
    

    
      Perfect.
    

    
      
    

    
      He shoved it at Lirien. "Now!"
    

    
      
    

    
      She didn't question, didn't hesitate, poured it down the victim's throat while friends held him steady.
    

    
      
    

    
      A horrible stretched moment of nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then the victim gasped. Full, deep, shuddering breath filling his lungs completely. Color flooded back, the purple receding, the blue fading, healthy pink returning. Eyes rolled forward, focusing on the ceiling.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What..." he croaked. "What happened?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Friends sobbed with relief. Lirien sagged against the table, and when she looked up her eyes were wet.
    

    
      
    

    
      She crossed the space in three strides and threw her arms around him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You saved him," she whispered, voice breaking. "You saved him."
    

    
      
    

    
      He hugged her back, feeling her shake with released tension. But beneath the embrace, beneath her warmth, he felt the mark on his left hand pulse hotter than ever.
    

    
      
    

    
      Taimon's voice purred satisfaction: "
      See how useful I am? How much good you can do with my help? Think of all the lives you'll save..."
    

    
      
    

    
      He held Lirien tighter, trying to focus on her warmth. The victim would live.
    

    
      
    

    
      He'd deal with the cost later.
    

    
      
    

    
      But Taimon's presence remained, warm and satisfied at the edge of his awareness. And no amount of holding on to Lirien made it go away.
    

    
      
    

    
      By the time they finished, the sun had set. Twelve hours of nonstop work. Twenty-three patients treated. Two that had been pulled back from death's door. Countless minor ailments resolved. One elderly elf was convinced he'd seen the most beautiful birds in Luminael's history.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz and Lirien stumbled out into the Sanitarium's courtyard, collapsing onto a stone bench beneath an ancient oak. His hands were stained with herb residue and blood he hoped no one would notice. Her healer's robes had ink smears, potion spills, stains he didn't want to identify. Her braid had given up entirely, auburn hair escaping in wild tangles.
    

    
      
    

    
      They sat in exhausted silence, watching the first stars appear.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You were amazing today," Lirien said finally, voice hoarse.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You were the one making the diagnoses. I just followed your lead."
    

    
      
    

    
      She turned to look at him, silver eyes catching starlight. "We made a good team."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yeah." The word came out softer than intended. "We really did."
    

    
      
    

    
      Comfortable silence. The kind that came after a shared trial, when words felt less important than just being. Flowering vines climbed walls around them. The soft splash of a fountain nearby. Crickets were beginning their evening song.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien shifted closer until their shoulders touched. The contact sent warmth through him, real and immediate, breaking through the numbness that had been settling in all day.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz reached over and took her hand. Laced his fingers through hers deliberately.
    

    
      
    

    
      She squeezed back immediately, a soft sound of surprise and pleasure. "This okay?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "More than okay."
    

    
      
    

    
      They sat like that, hands clasped, watching stars emerge one by one. Exhaustion was bone-deep, but comfort was deeper. Just the simple rightness of sitting beside someone who understood, who'd fought beside him all day.
    

    
      
    

    
      After a while, Lirien rested her head on his shoulder tentatively, giving him space to pull away.
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn't want to. Instead he tilted his head to rest against hers, breathing in herbs and ink and something floral he'd forever remember.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thank you," she whispered. "For being here. For helping. For saving that boy. For this."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Nowhere I'd rather be."
    

    
      
    

    
      Despite the demon mark spreading hot in his hand, the corruption creeping toward his arm, despite everything he'd sacrificed — it was absolutely true.
    

    
      
    

    
      A streak of light crossed the sky above them, brilliant and brief.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Look!" Lirien sat up slightly, pointing. "Falling star! Make a wish!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz opened his mouth to respond.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then the demon mark pulsed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not hot. Cold. Ice-cold, like it had never felt before.
    

    
      
    

    
      His hand went to his arm instinctively. Something was wrong. Something was —
    

    
      
    

    
      The light wasn't white or silver like normal meteors.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was purple.
    

    
      
    

    
      And getting closer.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's not a star —" he started.
    

    
      
    

    
      The purple light shot down into the courtyard, seeming to turn to dust. When the glow faded, a fairy lay in a small crater. Her wings appeared partially healed but one was bearing an unnatural black mark, her tiny body was heaving with exhaustion, violet eyes wide with terror.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's Aura!" He ran to the tiny creature, scooped her gentle form into his hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      Telepathic images flooded into their minds in a desperate, chaotic torrent:
    

    
      
    

    
      Mistwood village burning. Dark elves. Twenty, thirty. Children screaming. Eryndor fighting. Too many. Help. Now.
    

    
      
    

    
      The fairy collapsed in his cupped hands, barely conscious, tiny chest rising and falling in rapid, panicked breaths.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien lurched to her feet beside him, one hand pressed to her temple.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Oh gods —" Her voice broke. "That means... Lira. My sister is there!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz was already moving, cradling the fairy carefully while his mind raced. "We have to go. Right now."
    

    
      
    

    
      She grabbed his arm, fingers digging in. "Then I'm coming with you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Lirien —"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Don't you DARE try to leave me behind."
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at her silver eyes blazing through streaming tears, how her jaw was set with determination. Arguing would waste time they didn't have.
    

    
      
    

    
      Part of him whispered: 
      This is insane. You're students, not soldiers. You should get actual guards, people who know what they're —
    

    
      
    

    
      But Lira's face flashed in his mind. The weaver who'd made his clothes. Who'd trusted him with her bracelet.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We need Kael," he said. "And weapons. And we need to alert the guards —"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Guards won't believe us without proof." She was already running toward the Sanitarium's interior, pulling him along. "Kael will believe us. Come ON!"
    

    
      
    

    
      They sprinted through marble halls, boots echoing, startling healers who called after them in confusion. The fairy stirred weakly in Akilliz's hands, heartbeat fluttering like a trapped bird.
    

    
      
    

    
      H
      old on
      , he thought desperately. 
      We're coming.
    

    
      
    

    
      A pulse of gratitude and exhaustion answered from Aura, then she went still, not dead, just utterly spent from her frantic flight.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien burst through a side door into evening streets. "Kael's quarters are in the Arcanum! Third tier, eastern spire!"
    

    
      
    

    
      They ran. Past merchants packing up, past nobles stumbling home wine-drunk, past guards who watched them sprint by with mild curiosity. The city felt surreal and peaceful, yet utterly ignorant of the horror unfolding beyond its walls.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Arcanum rose ahead, pale stone wrapped in climbing vines glowing soft blue. Lirien took steps three at a time, Akilliz keeping pace despite burning lungs.
    

    
      
    

    
      She pounded on a door halfway up. "KAEL! KAEL, OPEN UP!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Sounds of stumbling, cursing, something crashing. The door flew open, Kael in sleeping clothes, hair wild, a wand already in his hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What — Lirien? Akilliz? What's —"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mistwood village is under attack," Akilliz cut him off, breathless. "Dark elves. Dozens. People are dying!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael's expression transformed, sleepy confusion evaporating. "I thought we were going to get Zolam's satchel?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz held up the fairy. "Not tonight. She flew here to warn us. I saw it in my mind. It's bad, Kael."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Lira's there," Lirien added, voice breaking. "My sister. Please. We have to go."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael didn't waste time with questions. He spun back into his room, emerged thirty seconds later fully dressed, wand holstered, pack over shoulder. "The guards —"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Won't believe us fast enough," Lirien said. "We're going now. You coming?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Obviously." He fell into step as they descended at reckless speed. "But we need —"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know," Akilliz interrupted. "Frostbane's in my room. One stop."
    

    
      
    

    
      They altered course, racing toward Sylvara's tower. Streets blurred past, concerned faces shouted questions they didn't stop to answer.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara's tower loomed. They burst through, took spiral stairs four at a time. Akilliz grabbed Frostbane from the wall, grabbed his pack with potions and supplies.
    

    
      
    

    
      The bottled fire on his nightstand caught his eye, still glowing soft impossible light. On impulse he grabbed it too, shoving it carefully into his pack.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ready?" Lirien stood in the doorway, face pale but determined.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ready."
    

    
      
    

    
      They descended, hit the street running. City gates loomed ahead, massive, ancient, wrought with protective runes glowing soft gold. Two guards stood watch, bored.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Wait!" one called as they approached at sprint. "Gates are closed after —"
    

    
      
    

    
      "EMERGENCY," Kael shouted, not slowing. "Dark elf attack on Mistwood settlement!"
    

    
      
    

    
      The guards exchanged glances. One moved to block their path. "We haven't received any —"
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien didn't slow. "Then you will soon. But people are dying right now and we're not waiting for bureaucracy!" She shoved past him and kept running.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael and Akilliz followed, guards shouting protests behind them but not pursuing.
    

    
      
    

    
      The forest swallowed them whole.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 24: Heathens
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Darkness closed in the moment they passed beyond Luminael's walls, the city's golden glow severed instantly. Their light came from Kael's wand, a pale sphere of light bobbing ahead as he ran. The fairy floated weakly in Akilliz's cupped hands, leaving trails of violet light in her wake. The tiny creature's voice whispered through his mind: "
      This way... hurry... please..."
    

    
      
    

    
      His lungs burned. The hours of nonstop work at the Sanitarium, and now this — sprinting through darkness on legs that had nothing left in them. Beside him, Lirien's breathing came in harsh gasps, her robes catching on branches. Behind them, Kael stumbled over roots, Grimoire clutched against his chest with one hand while his wand painted frantic light across their path.
    

    
      
    

    
      The mark of a demon pulsed hot in his palm, keeping rhythm with his racing heart. Taimon's presence stirred, curious and patient. Akilliz ignored him. Pushed harder. Frostbane's weight bounced against his hip, solid and real.
    

    
      
    

    
      Focus.
    

    
      
    

    
      "There!" Lirien gasped, pointing ahead.
    

    
      
    

    
      Through the tree line, the Mistwood village came into view. Akilliz's breath caught.
    

    
      
    

    
      The village was peaceful.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lanterns glowed warm in windows. Elves moved between buildings carrying water, tending gardens, going about evening routines. Children's laughter drifted from somewhere nearby, high and bright. No fire. No screams. No blood. Just a quiet settlement preparing for night.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What?" Kael stopped beside him, chest heaving. "Where's the attack? Where are the dark elves?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien spun in a circle, searching the shadows between buildings. "I don't understand. The fairy showed us fire and screaming and—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Did we come to the wrong place?" Kael asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No." Akilliz stared at the peaceful square, mind racing. "This is it. It's the same village that helped me before."
    

    
      
    

    
      The fairy stirred in his cupped hands. Her glow had brightened since entering the Mistwood, wings moving more steadily now that she was home. She pressed tiny hands to his palm and new images flooded his mind. Not memories this time. Visions layered with temporal weight. The same burning buildings, the same screaming children, but overlaid with a sensation of distance. Not in space. In time. Soon. Very soon. Minutes, maybe. But not yet.
    

    
      
    

    
      "She showed us the future," Akilliz said slowly, understanding crystallizing. "What's going to happen. Not what's happening now."
    

    
      
    

    
      "How long?" Lirien's voice was tight. "How long until they come?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Aura's response came as pure feeling. Close. Imminent. She couldn't see the exact moment, just the crushing certainty of its approach.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Minutes," Akilliz said. "We have minutes."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then we warn them now!" Lirien was already running toward the village.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Wait!" Kael called after her, but she didn't stop.
    

    
      
    

    
      They sprinted into the clearing, boots pounding earth, and an elderly elf emerged from the nearest building. Silver hair in a long braid, face weathered by centuries. He saw three mud-covered teenagers with weapons drawn, charging from the forest, and his expression shifted from curiosity to alarm.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Bandits!" he shouted, voice cracking. "A mage at the tree line! To arms!"
    

    
      
    

    
      "No!" Lirien skidded to a stop, waving her free hand desperately. "We're not bandits! Dark elves are coming! You have to prepare!"
    

    
      
    

    
      More villagers poured from buildings, grabbing whatever weapons they could find. Farming tools, hunting bows, kitchen knives. Others scooped up children, backing toward doorways with faces pale with sudden fear. A middle-aged woman with a baby on her hip stared at them. "Dark elves? Here?" Her voice trembled. "You're certain?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes!" Akilliz stepped forward. "They're coming right now! You need to get ready!"
    

    
      
    

    
      A younger male elf with a scarred face pushed through the growing crowd. "Dark elves don't come here. We're protected by the forest. Hidden." His tone was skeptical, almost scornful. "We haven't seen dark elves in over a century."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That doesn't mean they can't come now!" Lirien's voice rose with desperation.
    

    
      
    

    
      The scarred elf crossed his arms. "And we're supposed to believe three children who run out of the forest at night screaming about attacks? For all we know, you're playing a prank."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We're trying to help!" Kael shouted.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Or you're just trying to cause panic among the exiles." The scarred elf looked around at the other villagers. Murmurs of agreement rippled through the crowd.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's not what's happening!" Akilliz felt precious seconds slipping away. "Please, you have to listen!"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Why should we?" An older woman stepped forward, expression hard with suspicion. "We don't know you. You come here with weapons, covered in mud and gods know what else, screaming about dark elves we haven't seen in lifetimes?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Because it's the truth!" Lirien's voice cracked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Look at the fairy!" Akilliz thrust his hands forward.
    

    
      
    

    
      The violet glow was unmistakable even in the lantern light. Ancient. Wild. Impossible to fake. The crowd went quiet. The elderly elf who'd first spotted them stepped closer, eyes widening. "That's fairy light. True fae."
    

    
      
    

    
      "They don't hang around humans normally," someone whispered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "They don't lie either," another voice added, uncertain.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Why would a fairy warn us?" The scarred elf's skepticism remained, but doubt crept into his voice.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Because I saved her life," Akilliz said quickly. "She's returning the favor. She flew all the way to Luminael to find me. Showed me visions of this village burning. Of dark elves killing everyone. Please, you have to believe me!"
    

    
      
    

    
      The crowd shifted, uncertainty spreading. Some lowered their weapons slightly. Others remained tense, unconvinced.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This is absurd," the scarred elf said. "Dark elves, here, because some human claims a fairy showed him visions? We should—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "SILENCE."
    

    
      
    

    
      The voice cut through the square like thunder. Everyone turned.
    

    
      
    

    
      Eryndor stood at the longhouse entrance. No staff raised, no magic crackling around him. Just an old elf in simple robes, weathered face calm and assessing. But his presence commanded instant attention.
    

    
      
    

    
      Measured steps carried him forward, ancient gray eyes sweeping across the scene. Taking in the three teenagers, the frightened villagers, the weapons, the confusion. "Lirien." His voice was quiet but carried easily. "Why are you here? You should be safe in Luminael."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Elder Eryndor." She stepped forward, relief flooding her face. "Dark elves are coming. Right now. We have to prepare!"
    

    
      
    

    
      "So I've heard." He glanced at Akilliz, and recognition flickered across his features. "You've returned, Akilliz. The one who passed trial after our aid."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes, Elder."
    

    
      
    

    
      Eryndor's eyes dropped to his cupped hands. "May I see Aura?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz extended his hands carefully. Aura looked up at Eryndor with purple eyes that held centuries of forest wisdom. The old elf reached out slowly, one weathered finger touching the fairy's tiny hand with surprising gentleness. His eyes closed. The square held its breath.
    

    
      
    

    
      After a long moment, Eryndor opened his eyes and stepped back. His expression had shifted. Still calm, but now weighted with grim certainty. "She speaks truth." He turned to address the villagers. "Dark elves come. Soon."
    

    
      
    

    
      The scarred elf's face went pale. "But Elder, we haven't — how can you be certain?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Eryndor raised his staff and slammed it into the earth. The ground rippled outward from the impact. Green energy pulsed through the soil like a heartbeat. His eyes went distant, focused on something only he could sense. "I feel it in the earth." His voice was hard as stone. "Movement. Many footsteps. Coming fast from the northwest."
    

    
      
    

    
      The color drained from faces across the square.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How many?" someone whispered.
    

    
      
    

    
      Eryndor's jaw tightened. "Enough."
    

    
      
    

    
      "LIRIEN?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The desperate cry came from the weaving shop. She appeared in the doorway, auburn hair flowing past her shoulders in waves that caught firelight. Silver eyes. The same spattering of freckles across her cheeks. Taller than Lirien, features sharper with age, but the resemblance was unmistakable.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Lira!" Lirien broke from the group, sprinting across the square. The sisters crashed together, holding each other like drowning people finding driftwood. Lira's hands tangled in Lirien's hair, pulling her close, while Lirien sobbed into her shoulder.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What are you doing here?" Lira pulled back just enough to see her face. "You're supposed to be safe in the city! You shouldn't—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Dark elves." Lirien's voice shook. "Coming here. Now."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lira's expression shifted instantly. No skepticism. No hesitation. Just immediate, absolute belief. Years in exile had taught her to trust warnings that others might dismiss. She turned to face the gathered villagers, one arm still wrapped protectively around her sister. "Listen to them." Her voice carried authority despite the fear underneath. "If my sister ran here through the Mistwood at night, risking death in the forest, it's because the threat is real."
    

    
      
    

    
      Eryndor's staff pulsed with gathering power. "She speaks truth. As does the earth." His voice rose, commanding. "Children to the longhouse, now! Lira, you shield them. I don't care if it drains you dry, that barrier does not fall!"
    

    
      
    

    
      The village exploded into motion. Mothers grabbed children, some crying, some too young to understand, some old enough to know exactly what was happening and terrified because of it. A little girl, maybe six years old, clung to her mother's neck, silver eyes huge with fear.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mama, what's happening? Why is everyone—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Shh, flower. We're playing a game. We hide, and the mean people can't find us."
    

    
      
    

    
      "But I don't want to play—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know, I know." The mother's voice broke, but she kept moving, kept holding her daughter close. "Be brave for Mama. Can you be brave?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The little girl nodded against her shoulder, crying silently.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz felt something twist in his heart watching them. These weren't just abstract villagers. They were families. Children who should be playing, not hiding. Parents who should be tucking kids into bed, not preparing for slaughter.
    

    
      
    

    
      Eryndor was already directing fighters. Elira appeared from her hut, staff in hand despite her age. Theron emerged from the forge with a war hammer that had seen decades of use. Bram the farmer gripped his woodcutting axe. Finnian materialized from the shadows with a hunting bow and a quiver bristling with arrows. Gavren held a sword that had clearly been his before he settled here. About fifteen adults total who looked like they'd held weapons before, plus another ten who grabbed whatever they could find and joined them anyway, hands shaking but faces determined.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Those with bows, take elevated positions! Rooftops, tree branches, anywhere you can get clear shots!" Eryndor's voice carried authority born of old wars. "Everyone else, form a line twenty paces from the tree line. When they come through, we hold them there!
    

    
       Do not let them reach the buildings!" His staff glowed brighter, green energy coiling around it like living vines. "I'll support from center. If you get wounded, fall back. Don't die proud. We just have to hold until Luminael's guards arrive!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Theron stepped forward, war hammer resting on his shoulder. "Elder, they're dark elves. We're farmers and craftsmen. How are we supposed to—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "We hold," Eryndor said firmly, meeting his eyes. "Until help arrives. That's all we have to do. Hold."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And if they don't come in time?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Eryndor's expression was grim. "Then we die protecting our children."
    

    
      
    

    
      The man nodded shakily and took his position.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lira had already gathered the children, fourteen of them, ranging from toddlers to teenagers. She herded them toward the longhouse with desperate efficiency. "Everyone inside! Quickly now!" Her hands began to glow green, power building. "I'm going to make a special shield. You'll be safe inside it, I promise."
    

    
      
    

    
      A teenage boy, maybe fourteen, grabbed her arm. "Let me fight! I can help, I'm not a child—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're my child," said his mother from the defensive line, longbow in shaking hands. "And you'll do what Lira says. Please, Verin. I can't fight if I'm worried about you."
    

    
      
    

    
      The boy's face crumpled, but he went inside with the others.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien stayed beside her sister. "I'm not leaving you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Lirien, you should—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm a healer. I'm staying. Don't argue." She pulled supplies from her satchel: bandages, herbs, a few healing concoctions. "If someone gets hurt, I can help. You focus on the barrier. I'll focus on keeping everyone alive."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lira looked like she wanted to argue, but there wasn't time. She just pulled her sister into one more crushing hug. "Don't let them get you," she whispered fiercely.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You either."
    

    
      
    

    
      They released each other. Lira moved to the longhouse entrance, pressed both palms to the ground, and closed her eyes. Her whole body began to glow that same green light, brighter and brighter until Akilliz had to squint.
    

    
       A dome of translucent emerald energy erupted upward, expanding to cover the entire longhouse and the children inside. It pulsed with Lira's heartbeat, solid but flickering. Strong now, but Akilliz could see what maintaining it would cost.
    

    
      
    

    
      There was always a cost.
    

    
      
    

    
      Eryndor positioned himself in the center of the square. Kael, Akilliz, and Lirien stood together near the defensive line, weapons ready despite their exhaustion.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Stay behind the fighters," Eryndor called to them. "Support where you can. Don't try to be heroes. You've done enough by warning us." He paused, eyes finding Akilliz. "I trust you told the guards on the way out?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz nodded, gripping Frostbane tighter. "We did. Let's just hope they believed us."
    

    
      
    

    
      The village fell silent except for the crackle of lanterns and Lira's labored breathing as she maintained the barrier. Everyone watched the tree line. Waiting.
    

    
      
    

    
      The elderly elf with the silver braid stood near the defensive line, a hunting spear in weathered hands. He looked at Akilliz, meeting his eyes across the space between them. "Thank you," he said quietly. "For warning us. Even if... even if it's not enough. Thank you."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz tried to respond, but his throat had closed up.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then the demon mark went ice-cold.
    

    
      
    

    
      "They're here," he whispered.
    

    
      
    

    
      As if in answer, the first dark elf emerged from the tree line.
    

    
      
    

    
      The creature was easily seven feet tall, making even the tallest villagers look small by comparison. His skin was storm-cloud gray, darker than any natural shadow. Blood-red eyes glowed faintly in the darkness. Silver-white hair was pulled back in a warrior's braid. Their pointed ears were sharper than any city elf's, almost bat-like, twitching as they caught every sound. Black leather armor hugged his frame, and a curved sword in his hand was already stained with something dark. He must have warmed up on his way here.
    

    
      
    

    
      He smiled, all teeth and no warmth, speaking in thickly accented Common: "We smelled your fear from miles away."
    

    
      
    

    
      Then twenty more dark elves emerged from the forest like nightmares made flesh. They moved in coordinated silence, fanning out in practiced formation. Warriors flanking. Archers taking position. A mage in the back, hands already glowing with black energy.
    

    
      
    

    
      The lead dark elf studied the prepared defensive line with something almost like respect. "Interesting," he said, tilting his head. "You knew we were coming."
    

    
      
    

    
      Eryndor stepped forward, staff blazing with power. "You are not welcome here. Leave now, or face Luminael's wrath."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Or what, old mage?" The dark elf laughed, a sound like breaking glass. "You'll kill us? With these?" He gestured dismissively at the defensive line — farmers with axes, hunters with bows, desperate people with kitchen knives. "We are children of the mountain. Born from shadow and stone. You are prey pretending to be predators." His smile widened. "But we appreciate the effort."
    

    
      
    

    
      He raised his hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      The attack began.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dark elves surged forward in a coordinated rush, and the defensive line buckled almost immediately. Not from cowardice but from simple reality. Villagers who'd maybe fought bandits once or twice were facing professional soldiers bred for war. The speed difference alone was terrifying.
    

    
      
    

    
      A dark elf closed on the nearest villager, blade whistling toward his throat. Eryndor stomped the ground. Earth exploded upward in a wall between them, absorbing the blade strike with a crack of stone. Eryndor thrust his palm forward and the wall shot toward the dark elf, slamming into him like a battering ram and sending him flying backward.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Hold the line!" Eryndor roared. "Do not break formation!"
    

    
      
    

    
      But two more had already breached on the left flank. An archer on the longhouse roof loosed an arrow — a good shot, well aimed — but the dark elf caught it mid flight without looking and snapped it. He grinned up at the archer with glowing red eyes, then hurled one of his own daggers. It hit the archer in the shoulder, spinning him around. He fell from the roof with a scream, hitting the ground hard.
    

    
      
    

    
      A woman broke from the line, running toward the fallen archer. A dark elf intercepted her, blade flashing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael's voice rang out: "Somnus tactus directa!"
    

    
      
    

    
      The white orb shot from his palm, hitting the dark elf square in the face. The attacker collapsed mid-swing, unconscious before hitting the ground. The woman reached the fallen archer, dragging him back toward Lirien, who was already running forward with bandages.
    

    
      
    

    
      But the breach was widening. Three dark elves now inside the perimeter. Four. Five.
    

    
      
    

    
      Eryndor moved like a force of nature despite his age. He slammed his staff down and thorned vines erupted from the earth, wrapping around a dark elf's legs and pulling him down. The dark elf slashed at the vines — they bled green sap but regrew faster than he could cut. Eryndor stomped again. The ground beneath two more foes rippled like water, then hardened suddenly, trapping their feet in solid stone up to the ankles. They struggled, cursing, unable to move.
    

    
      
    

    
      Eryndor thrust both palms forward. Chunks of earth tore themselves from the ground, fist-sized rocks that floated for one heartbeat, two, then launched like cannonballs at his targets. The stones hit with sickening cracks. One dark elf took a rock to the temple and dropped instantly. Another caught one in the chest, ribs shattering audibly.
    

    
      
    

    
      But Eryndor was breathing hard. Sweat poured down his face. Each spell cost, and he was burning through power faster than he could sustain.
    

    
      
    

    
      A dark elf got through while he was focused elsewhere. Charged straight at the longhouse, curved blade raised, clearly intending to break Lira's barrier.
    

    
      
    

    
      The elderly elf with the silver braid stepped into his path.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Not. My. Grandchildren!"
    

    
      
    

    
      He thrust his hunting spear forward with desperate strength. The dark elf sidestepped contemptuously, blade moving in a casual arc. It took the old elf's head off in one clean stroke. The body collapsed. The head rolled. Blood pooled dark on the ground.
    

    
      
    

    
      A woman in the defensive line screamed. It was a raw, animal sound of grief so profound it stopped Akilliz's heart. "Father! No! No no no—"
    

    
      
    

    
      She broke formation, running toward the body, and the defensive line collapsed. Dark elves poured through the gap like water through a broken dam.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Hold!" Eryndor roared, but it was too late. Chaos consumed the square.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz found himself face-to-face with a dark elf before conscious thought could catch up. The curved blade whistled toward his throat faster than he could process. He brought Frostbane up on pure instinct, blocking with a crack that sent sparks flying. The impact nearly tore the sword from his numb hands, arms screaming with the force of it.
    

    
      
    

    
      The dark elf grinned. "You're slow, mortal."
    

    
      
    

    
      He lunged again. Three strikes in two seconds, each one faster than thought. Akilliz blocked the first desperately. Redirected the second the way Vaelrik had taught him. Missed the third entirely. The blade sliced across his ribs — shallow but burning like fire — blood bloomed hot across his shirt.
    

    
      
    

    
      His vision blurred. Legs went weak.
    

    
      
    

    
      The dark elf raised his free hand, black energy gathering in his palm.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Lux caeca!" Kael's voice rang out.
    

    
      
    

    
      Flash.
    

    
      
    

    
      Brilliant white light exploded like a newborn star, turning night to noon for one blinding instant. The dark elf screamed, his enhanced vision overwhelmed completely. His spell fizzled, black energy dissipating.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz saw the opening. Ignored the fire in his ribs. Lunged forward with Frostbane low, aiming for the legs. The blade caught the dark elf mid-thigh, bit through muscle, found bone, and cleaved through.
    

    
      
    

    
      Blood sprayed hot across his hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      The dark elf collapsed with a roar of agony, gripping his leg, arterial blood pumping between his fingers.
    

    
      
    

    
      I just killed someone.
    

    
      
    

    
      The thought felt distant and unreal.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Akilliz, move!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien tackled him sideways as another dark elf's blade whistled past where his head had been, close enough that he felt the displaced air on his neck. They hit the ground hard together, rolling. She came up first, his belt dagger gripped in white-knuckled hands despite being completely outmatched.
    

    
      
    

    
      The dark elf advanced on them, smiling. Kael's second spell hit him square in the face. "Somnus tactus directa!" The dark elf's eyes rolled back. He collapsed mid-step, unconscious.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Get up!" Kael shouted, already flipping through the Grimoire with shaking hands. "I'm almost out of magic!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz struggled to his feet, ribs screaming. He fumbled for the Soul's Breath vial on his belt, pulled the cork with trembling hands. Took a sip. Warmth flooded through him, but the wound didn't fully close. The dark elf blade had left something behind, something that resisted healing. He passed the vial to Lirien, then to Kael.
    

    
      
    

    
      Across the square, Eryndor was surrounded by three dark elves. The old mage fought with everything he had left, but exhaustion was written in every movement. Blood ran from his nose and ears, magical burnout from pushing too hard and too fast. He thrust his staff into the ground. Vines erupted around two dark elves, pulling them down. The third got inside his guard and drove their blade deep into Eryndor's shoulder with a meaty thunk.
    

    
      
    

    
      Eryndor screamed — pain, fury, and defiance all at once. He dropped his staff, fell to his knees. Blood poured from the wound, dark and fast.
    

    
      
    

    
      The dark elf raised their sword for the killing blow. "We will reclaim these woods, and the city!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Lira's barrier shattered like glass.
    

    
      
    

    
      The green dome fractured into a thousand pieces that dissolved into nothing. Akilliz understood with sick certainty — she'd seen Eryndor about to die. Her concentration had broken. Her focus shattered. The children were exposed. Fourteen kids huddled together, crying in terror, three elderly elves trying desperately to shield them with their own bodies.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dark elves turned toward them like wolves scenting blood.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The children!" someone screamed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz sprinted toward Eryndor, but two dark elves intercepted him. One tackled him sideways, driving him into the dirt hard enough to knock the wind from his lungs. The other joined immediately, pinning him down with superior strength. His arms wrenched behind his back. Face pressed into blood-soaked earth. Frostbane clattered away, out of reach.
    

    
      
    

    
      He could only watch, held down and helpless. The blade descended toward Eryndor's throat.
    

    
      
    

    
      And he thought of Ma.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien hung in the air twenty paces away — a mage had found her, invisible fingers crushing her throat, her boots kicking uselessly as she rose off the ground. Her face was going red, then darker. Her eyes bulging. Kael crawled toward his wand with shaking hands, blood running from his nose. A blast of black energy cratered the earth where he'd been, showering him with dirt.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien's lips were turning blue.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz's vision tunneled. He could see the exact moment her body would go limp, and he was pinned face-down in the dirt, helpless and weak and useless.
    

    
      
    

    
      The demon's voice came quietly beneath his panic. Patient and seductive.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I can save them."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Please." The word tore out of him. "Please! I'll do anything."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Give me your arm and I'll give you strength. Speed. The skill to kill them."
    

    
      
    

    
      The elf on his back drove a knee harder into his spine. Pain flared white-hot. Lirien's eyes were rolling back.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Do it!" Akilliz gasped. "Take it, just save her!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Heat bloomed in his left palm. Not the slow spread he'd felt before. This was immediate and total. The demon mark flared black and then erupted outward, veins of corruption racing up his wrist, forearm, past his elbow, consuming his bicep and nearly reaching his shoulder in three agonizing seconds. The pain was extraordinary. Like his arm was being unmade and rebuilt from the inside out. Blood hardening beneath skin. Muscle fibers reinforcing, bone density increasing. Everything human about his left arm burning away and being replaced with something else.
    

    
      
    

    
      He screamed into the dirt.
    

    
      
    

    
      His left arm tore free from the dark elf's grip. The elf's eyes went wide. "What—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz twisted, his corrupted arm moving with strength that shouldn't exist. Grabbed the elf's wrist where he held Akilliz's right arm. Squeezed. Bones crunched. The elf screamed, grip releasing, and Akilliz bucked hard. Threw the second elf off. Grabbed Frostbane from the ground.
    

    
      
    

    
      His left hand closed around the hilt and the sword felt wrong — balance shifted, stance awkward, he'd trained right-handed his whole life. But the demon knew how to compensate. His left arm guided the blade through movements his conscious mind didn't plan, executing techniques he'd never learned, muscle memory that wasn't his own.
    

    
      
    

    
      The dark elves fell.
    

    
      
    

    
      He spun toward the mage. Lirien hung limp in the air now, not even kicking. Her face was purple, eyes half-closed. Seconds. Maybe less.
    

    
      
    

    
      The mage saw him coming. His choking hand remained steady while his free hand rose. "Ignis barrage!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Fire erupted in a roaring torrent. Akilliz ran straight into it. The flames hit his chest and right shoulder, his tunic ignited, skin blistered and blackened, the smell of his own burning filling his nose. He screamed but didn't stop running.
    

    
      
    

    
      His left arm was cold and numb. The corruption insulated it from the heat, and that arm kept moving even while the right side of his body burned.
    

    
      
    

    
      The fire cut off. The mage's eyes widened slightly. He'd expected Akilliz to drop and roll. To do anything except charge through fire like it didn't matter.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz closed the distance. The mage's barrier flared between them, translucent purple crackling with magic. Frostbane struck it and deflected, scraping along the surface with a sound like metal on glass. They were three feet apart, the mage maintaining both the choke on Lirien and the shield between them, face tight with concentration.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're a half-turned mortal. Nothing compared to me."
    

    
      
    

    
      He was right. Akilliz could feel it in the resistance of the barrier. One corrupted arm against a trained mage's full power.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not enough.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien's body had gone completely slack.
    

    
      
    

    
      Behind him, Kael's voice rose, shaking but determined. "Somnus... tactus... directa!"
    

    
      
    

    
      A white orb shot across the square. The mage's eyes flicked toward it. His free hand twitched, pulling back from the barrier to deflect, breaking his concentration for just an instant. The choke spell wavered. Kael's spell hit the mage square in the back.
    

    
      
    

    
      The impact wasn't dramatic. No explosion. The mage's whole body simply went rigid as Kael's sleep magic tried to take hold. His shield flickered. His choking spell broke. Lirien dropped hard, hitting the ground in a gasping heap.
    

    
      
    

    
      The barrier disappeared entirely as the mage fought off Kael's spell. Akilliz didn't hesitate. Frostbane drove forward through the empty air where the shield had been, into the mage's chest, just left of center, punching through purple robes and the flesh beneath.
    

    
      
    

    
      The mage's mouth opened as blood bubbled at his lips. His hands came up, gripping the blade, but Akilliz's corrupted arm was too strong. He twisted the blade. Felt it scrape against bone. The light went out of the mage's eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz pulled Frostbane free and the body crumpled.
    

    
      
    

    
      For three heartbeats he stood there, chest heaving, burns screaming across his right side, left arm cold, numb, and wrong. His left hand still gripped Frostbane with perfect form, the demon's skill keeping the blade steady even while Akilliz's conscious mind reeled.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked down at himself. Black veins covered his entire left arm, visible even through his torn and burned sleeve. They pulsed faintly with something that wasn't blood. The arm felt distant, like it belonged to someone else. When he tried to move his left fingers, they responded. But there was a delay — a fraction of a second where his intention passed through something else before the movement happened.
    

    
      
    

    
      The demon was in there now.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Akilliz..."
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned. Lirien knelt on the ground, one hand still at her bruised throat, staring at him with eyes that held gratitude and horror in equal measure. Her gaze fixed on his arm. On the black veins and the way it hung at his side with unnatural stillness.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What happened to you?" Her voice came out raw and broken from the choking.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I had to," he said quietly. "You were dying."
    

    
      
    

    
      A slow clap echoed across the square.
    

    
      
    

    
      The dark elves had reformed while he'd been fighting. Twenty of them spread out in a circle. Villagers were now held at blade-point. The children's faces were white with terror as the dark elves encircled the longhouse.
    

    
      
    

    
      Stepping forward through the circle was a massive dark elf in ornate black armor. Seven feet tall, shoulders broad as a door. A greatsword rested casually across one shoulder. His face was a map of old scars, one eye milky white and dead, the other burning red. The commander.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Well." His voice was like stones grinding together. "How entertaining." His good eye fixed on Akilliz's corrupted arm. "Tell me, how does a boy expect to defeat an army?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz said nothing. Just gripped Frostbane tighter in his left hand, feeling the demon's skill keeping it perfectly balanced despite the burns screaming across his right side.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Drop your weapons. All of you. Or we start killing hostages." The commander gestured lazily. A dark elf pressed a blade harder against Bram's throat. Blood welled. "Starting with this one."
    

    
      
    

    
      Across the square, Eryndor struggled to stand, bleeding heavily from his shoulder. "Don't—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Silence, old mage. Or you die first." The commander's eye found Akilliz again. "You. The marked one. Drop the sword."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz's jaw clenched tight. His arm twitched slightly, the demon whispering that he could kill them all if Akilliz would just give more, just surrender completely.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Shut up," he muttered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What was that?" The commander leaned forward.
    

    
      
    

    
      From the ground nearby, Kael stirred. Still on his knees, Grimoire open in front of him, wand clutched in shaking hands. His lips moved, forming words so quiet only Akilliz and Lirien could hear. "I can't believe... I can't believe I have to do this..."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Kael?" Lirien whispered. "What are you—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael's face flushed red with embarrassment. He took a shaky breath, closed his eyes like he was about to jump off a cliff, and began to sing. His voice cracked on the first word. Wavered through the second. He sounded absolutely mortified.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mortal, mortal, deep in peril,
    

    
      Sinking in a wooden barrel,
    

    
      All you need to dooo,
    

    
      Is chant the song given to you.
    

    
      
    

    
      Say it loud, sing it high,
    

    
      The words, my dear, are:
    

    
      Mighty, mighty Zolam, rescue me."
    

    
      
    

    
      The last note broke embarrassingly high. Silence. The dark elves looked at each other, confused.
    

    
      
    

    
      The commander's face twisted with contempt. "Did that boy just—"
    

    
      
    

    
      A portal tore open in the air behind them. Purple and crackling, edges unstable, like reality was being forced apart by someone who didn't care about doing it neatly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Master Zolam stumbled through. Eyes closed. Snoring. Floating three feet off the ground while completely asleep, his beard swaying slightly with each exhale. "Wha... someone summoning... very rude... middle of perfectly good dream about... cats in..." He rolled over in midair, still snoring.
    

    
      
    

    
      The dark elves stared.
    

    
      
    

    
      Zolam exhaled a long breath that smelled like old parchment and strange things. Three dark elves approaching cautiously from his left froze mid-step. Literally turned to stone, faces locked in expressions of shock.
    

    
      
    

    
      Zolam snored louder. A bubble formed at his nose. Expanded. Popped. The pop sent a pulse of force that knocked two more dark elves flat on their backs.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then Zolam started drifting away from the battle, still completely asleep, heading toward the tree line.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Wait!" Kael shouted, face burning red. "Master, we need—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Zolam bumped into a tree. Bounced off. Changed direction as his snores faded into the forest.
    

    
      
    

    
      Gone.
    

    
      
    

    
      The commander recovered first, face purple with rage. "Kill them! Kill them all—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz pressed his right hand flat against his chest, over his heart, fingers leaving bloody prints on his burned tunic. He thought with everything he had left.
    

    
      
    

    
      I don't know if this works. I don't know if you can hear me. But we're all about to die. Every last one of us. The children. The villagers. Lirien.
    

    
      
    

    
      Please. Thalindra. Save us.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 25: Divine Light
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The mark flared brilliant gold, visible even through blood and burns. For one agonizing heartbeat, nothing happened.
    

    
      
    

    
      The commander raised his greatsword. "Kill—"
    

    
      
    

    
      The sky split open.
    

    
      
    

    
      Golden lightning tore through the night like the gods themselves were screaming. Thunder that wasn't sound but feeling, vibrating in bone and soul. A pillar of pure divine light slammed into the central square. The shockwave threw everyone back like leaves in a storm — Akilliz's captors fell over, villagers were knocked down but safe. Even the blade descending toward Eryndor was stopped mid-swing, the dark elf wielding it thrown backward.
    

    
      
    

    
      When the light faded enough to see, the High Judiciar stood in the epicenter.
    

    
      
    

    
      She wore her battle form. White-gold armor that blazed like captured sunlight, every plate and joint worked with craftsmanship that made normal smithing look like tin scraps. The flame on her chest roared bright as a second sun, casting everything in harsh golden radiance. Her hair floated in a wind that touched nothing else, glowing blue at the tips.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her mere presence pressed down like weight on his chest. Air became thicker, hard to breathe. Even the allies felt it — awe, fear, and overwhelming relief all at once. She stood directly between the dark elves and the longhouse full of children. Surrounded on all sides as they stood back up.
    

    
      
    

    
      The commander stepped forward through his forces. Seven feet tall, ornate black armor, greatsword resting across one shoulder. His scarred face showed no fear. Only cold assessment. "This village is outside your walls, Judiciar." His voice carried across the silent square. "You offer them no protection. No law. These lands are free territory."
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra's unseen gaze swept across the dark elves. Several actually took steps backward despite themselves. It was primal recognition of a predator far above their station. Her voice came out quiet but carried to every ear. "They are my kin. Under my protection."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You are one." The commander gestured to his forces. "We are twenty. Surrender your arms, and we'll take you prisoner instead of a corpse."
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra smiled. It was not a kind expression. "Come and take them."
    

    
      
    

    
      The commander's jaw tightened. His good eye burned brighter. "Kill her."
    

    
      
    

    
      The dark elves charged from all sides. Thalindra stood perfectly still, assessing. The first three reached her within a heartbeat — blades descending from three angles, coordinated, professional.
    

    
      
    

    
      She moved.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz could barely track it. One moment standing still, the next in motion so fluid it looked choreographed. She wasn't dodging. She was dancing. Her armored forearm came up, deflecting a blade with a sound like a bell. The attacker's momentum carried him past. She was already turning, catching a spear thrust mid-strike, one-handed. Snapped the haft like kindling, tossed both pieces aside. The third attacker swung for her exposed back. She dropped into a crouch. The blade passed over her head, and she rose inside his guard, backhand striking him across the face with casual force. He flew twenty feet, hit the ground rolling and didn't get up.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Gods," Lirien breathed beside Akilliz. "I've never seen..."
    

    
      
    

    
      Five surrounded her now. It didn't matter.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Is she even trying?" Kael's voice was awed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Seven down in under thirty seconds. The remaining dark elves pulled back, breathing hard. The commander watched with an expression caught between fury and grudging respect. "Enough." He hefted his greatsword with both hands. Eight feet of shadow-wreathed steel. "I'll handle you myself."
    

    
      
    

    
      The remaining dark elves stepped back, giving him space.
    

    
      
    

    
      The commander charged. His greatsword came down with speed that defied its size, the blade cutting air with a sound like screaming wind. Thalindra sidestepped. The greatsword slammed into the packed earth where she'd stood, burying itself two feet deep.
    

    
      
    

    
      He ripped it free, spun, swung horizontally with the same terrifying speed. She leaned back. The blade passed inches from her face, close enough to feel the air displaced by the strike.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No," Akilliz gasped, trying to stand. Burns screaming across his chest. "She's going to—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien grabbed his arm with shaking hands. "Look at her face. She's toying with him."
    

    
      
    

    
      It was true. Thalindra's expression was calm. Almost bored. No panic, no urgency. She moved with the measured patience of someone who knew exactly how this ended.
    

    
      
    

    
      The commander realized it too. His attacks became more desperate. Faster. Wider arcs, more power behind each swing. The greatsword was a blur of shadow and steel, each strike capable of splitting a man in half. Thalindra dodged every one. She wasn't even breathing hard.
    

    
      
    

    
      The commander feinted high, struck low. A killing move, one that had probably worked a hundred times before. Thalindra caught the blade on her gauntlet. The sound was like a bell tower struck by lightning. Metal screaming against divine craft.
    

    
      
    

    
      The commander's eye widened. "What—"
    

    
      
    

    
      She kicked him in the chest. The impact dented his ornate armor inward. He staggered back three steps, struggling to keep his footing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Behind Thalindra, a dark elf saw his opening. He charged from her exposed back, blade raised high, face twisted with desperate hope. Thalindra's right hand shot backward without her turning around. Caught his throat mid-charge. Lifted him off the ground one-handed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Golden light flared from her palm, brilliant and terrible. The dark elf screamed once. His body began to glow from within, cracks of light spreading through flesh like fractured glass. In three seconds he dissolved to ash, particles scattering on wind that shouldn't exist.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra never looked at him. Her white gaze stayed fixed on the commander. She released him, let the ash scatter. "You fought bravely," she said quietly. "But this ends now."
    

    
      
    

    
      The commander's face twisted with rage and desperate pride. He gripped his greatsword with both hands, muscles straining, and charged one final time. Full speed. Full strength. Everything he had left. The greatsword came down in an overhead strike that would have split an oak tree.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra caught the blade. Bare-handed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her fingers wrapped around dark steel, and the metal screamed. The force of the impact cratered the ground beneath her feet, but she didn't move. Didn't budge. The commander stared at his blade, trapped in her grip, then at her face.
    

    
      
    

    
      She looked almost sad.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Shatter."
    

    
      
    

    
      Her free hand shot forward, fingers spread, and grabbed his skull. For one heartbeat, nothing. Then she lifted him off the ground and slammed him down with earth-shattering force.
    

    
      
    

    
      The impact was cataclysmic. The commander's body hit the packed earth hard enough to create a crater five feet wide. Shockwaves rippled outward. His ornate black armor shattered like glass, pieces scattering across the square. He didn't move.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra straightened, brushing ash from her gauntlet. The remaining dark elves stared at their fallen commander. At the crater. At the Judiciar who'd killed him with her bare hands. Several broke formation and turned to run.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra brought her hands together in a single sharp clap. Golden light erupted from the ground beneath every remaining dark elf, chains of pure radiance wrapping around wrists, ankles, throats. Solid and unbreakable, humming with divine energy.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Divine chains," she said quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Every dark elf remaining was bound in an instant. Struggling, cursing, threatening, but held completely immobile. One spat toward her. "Aurelia's lapdog! We serve the mountain! He will—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra walked toward him with measured steps, her white gaze fixed on his face. "You will tell me how you escaped Frosthelm."
    

    
      
    

    
      She reached out, touched his forehead with one finger. Light flared. The dark elf's back arched. His mouth opened in a scream that started as defiance and became pure agony. His red eyes went wide, then wider, pupils blown as she burned through his mental defenses like tissue paper. Ten seconds of unmaking.
    

    
      
    

    
      She released him. He slumped in his chains, drool running from slack lips, mind shattered and hollow.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra's expression darkened. "They don't know." She looked at the other captives with something like disappointment. "Taimon keeps secrets even from his own. None of them know how the barrier fell."
    

    
      
    

    
      Her unseen gaze swept the square, taking in villagers, hostages, children pressed against the longhouse windows. Then her eyes found Akilliz. Found his left arm, black veins spreading past his elbow, fingers twitching with movement that wasn't entirely his own.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her expression shifted. Just for a heartbeat — something that looked like grief crossed her face, raw and unguarded. Then it was gone, replaced by cold assessment.
    

    
      
    

    
      She raised one hand, drew a sigil in the air with movements too fast to follow. Golden light traced the pattern, burning it into reality. Portals tore open across the square — not the ragged purple of Zolam's summoning, but precise golden doorways that looked carved from sunlight itself.
    

    
      
    

    
      Imperial Guards stepped through. Twenty elite soldiers in white armor, led by a massive elf with a scarred jaw and eyes like iron. Guard Captain Thalorin. He took in the scene in one sweeping glance — the crater, the chained dark elves, the burned village — then dropped to one knee before Thalindra, fist over heart.
    

    
      
    

    
      "High Judiciar. Your command?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Take them to the depths." Thalindra gestured to the chained dark elves. "Separate cells. I want them alive for interrogation."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Understood." Thalorin rose, began barking orders. Guards moved with practiced efficiency, grabbing chains, hauling captives toward the portals. The dark elves cursed and struggled. It made no difference.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra turned to face the villagers. Eryndor had struggled to his feet, bleeding heavily but upright. Lira had finally lowered her barrier again, slumped against the longhouse wall with blood trickling from her nose and ears. They all stared at her with expressions caught between gratitude and fear. Thalindra had saved them, yet she was also terrifying.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Is anyone dead?" she asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      Eryndor's face was grim. "Several. And many wounded, some badly." He paused, looked toward Akilliz and his friends. "But it would have been far worse if that boy and his friends hadn't warned us. Gave us time to prepare. To get the children to safety."
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra's white gaze shifted to Akilliz, then Lirien, then Kael. "How did you know to come?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz opened his mouth to answer, but a violet light descended from above before he could speak. Aura materialized, tiny and trembling, hovering nervously near Thalindra's shoulder. The fairy's glow flickered with obvious fear in the presence of such overwhelming force.
    

    
      
    

    
      "After our work at the Sanitarium tonight," Akilliz said quietly, "she came to us. Showed us visions of the attack. We ran here as fast as we could."
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra's expression shifted as she looked at the small fairy. Something almost gentle crossed her face. "Well, little one." Her voice lost its commanding edge, became nearly warm. "We owe you a great debt. You saved many lives tonight."
    

    
      
    

    
      Aura pulsed brighter, still nervous but pleased.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra's gaze returned to the three teenagers. "And you three. This was reckless. You nearly lost your lives."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We told the guards at the front gate," Lirien said quickly. "On our way out. We told them dark elves were coming, that they needed to send help."
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra's expression went cold. "And they did not warn me? Did not sound the alarm?" Her jaw tightened. "I will deal with them personally." She was quiet for a moment, then her voice softened again. "Either way, you saved lives. Even if you nearly lost your own doing it."
    

    
      
    

    
      The children poured out, running to parents who grabbed them tight and wept. Thalindra watched them reunite with an expression Akilliz couldn't read.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then her gaze found him again. She walked toward him slowly, each step measured. Akilliz tried to stand, managed to get his knees under him. His burns screamed. His corrupted arm hung cold and numb at his side.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra stopped three paces away. For a long moment she just looked at him. At his left arm. At the black veins spreading like roots beneath his skin and the way his fingers twitched independently of his will.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Let me see," she said quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      He held out his left arm. The corruption was worse than he'd thought. Black veins covered his entire arm from fingertips to shoulder, pulsing faintly with something that wasn't blood. The skin had gone ashen gray in places, like flesh slowly turning to stone. When he flexed his fingers, there was that delay — that fraction of a second where his intention passed through something else before the movement happened.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra's jaw tightened. She reached out slowly, touched his corrupted arm with one finger. Her divine energy flared on contact, golden light meeting demonic darkness. Akilliz gasped as sensation flooded back. Pain. Burning. Ice. Everything his numbed arm hadn't felt.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra pulled back, expression grave.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How long ago?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Tonight. Just now. To save Lirien."
    

    
      
    

    
      "The price?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "My left arm. Control of it."
    

    
      
    

    
      She was quiet for a moment. Then she looked at Lirien, still kneeling beside her sister, bruises dark on her throat. "You chose well," Thalindra said finally. "Yet the cost is steep."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Do you?" Her white gaze pinned him. "This isn't like before, Akilliz. This isn't a small mark you can hide. He has real purchase now. Real territory inside thee."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know," he said again, quieter.
    

    
      
    

    
      She studied him for another long moment, then stepped back. "The wounded still need saving." Her voice became commanding again, addressing the square. "Akilliz, I see you have Vael'tharis remaining. Please, give some to Eryndor. To any of the wounded."
    

    
      
    

    
      Before Akilliz could respond, Lira pushed herself up from the longhouse wall, stumbled forward with shaking hands clutching a familiar bottle. "He gave this to us before he left for Luminael." She held out the Soul's Breath potion, the liquid still glowing faintly. "It helped me keep the barrier going as long as I could. I'll use what's left for the villagers."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stared at the bottle. "I never imagined it would be used like this."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thank you, all the same." Lira turned quietly and moved toward the wounded.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra watched her go, then turned back to Akilliz. "Gathering Mistwood dew is forbidden within Luminael's borders. Thus you have not crafted Soul's Breath in some time." She paused. "I release you from this restriction. Keep it on you at all times. You seem to find yourself in trouble often. It may prove useful." She gestured toward the forest. "Gather Mistwood dew and craft thy potions as you wish."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thank you." Akilliz pulled his remaining vial from his belt, turned to his friends. "Let's heal who we can. Lirien — here. Kael, you look like death. Take a sip."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael accepted the bottle with shaking hands. "Thanks. Used all my magic. I feel like I could sleep for a week." He drank, color returning slightly to his face.
    

    
      
    

    
      They moved among the wounded together.
    

    
      
    

    
      An hour later, when the immediate crisis had passed and healers from Luminael were tending the worst cases, Akilliz found himself sitting on a charred log near the square's edge. His left arm lay in his lap. Occasionally the fingers twitched without his permission.
    

    
      
    

    
      Six bodies lay in a row nearby, covered with cloaks. Waiting for burial. Six people who'd been alive this morning. Who'd laughed at the festival, danced, eaten honeycake with their children. Dead now. Because he'd been too slow. Too weak. Because he'd needed the demon's help to save even one person.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael dropped down beside him, exhausted but alive. "That was insane."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz said nothing. Just stared at the covered bodies.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We almost died," he said finally, voice flat.
    

    
      
    

    
      "But we didn't."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Six people still did."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And twenty more would've without our warning!" Kael's voice was firm. "We gave them time. That matters."
    

    
      
    

    
      Did it? Akilliz looked at his corrupted hand. He'd killed tonight. Felt Frostbane bite through flesh. Felt his demonic hand crush a throat with inhuman strength. And part of him had felt satisfied doing it. That was the worst part. Not the killing itself, but how right it had felt in the moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien approached slowly, hesitated, then sat on his other side. She reached for his hand, paused when she saw the left, then gently took his right instead. Her fingers were warm against his, trembling slightly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "My sister's alive," she said quietly. "Because your fairy warned us." She paused, voice dropping to barely a whisper. "Because you saved me."
    

    
      
    

    
      Her eyes found his, and in them he saw something he hadn't expected. Not just gratitude. Not just fear of what he'd become. Something deeper. Something that made his heart ache in a way that had nothing to do with his burns.
    

    
      
    

    
      "When I was hanging there," she continued, voice rough from the choking, "when I couldn't breathe and everything was going dark, I heard you scream my name. And then suddenly I was falling and you were there with that..." She looked at his corrupted arm, swallowed hard. "With whatever you did to save me."
    

    
      
    

    
      She squeezed his right hand. "What happened to it? What did you do?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Not now," Akilliz whispered. "Not when I just killed... elves. But I'll tell you. I promise."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Okay." She didn't let go of his hand. Just sat there, her shoulder pressed against his good side, sharing warmth in the cold aftermath of violence.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael cleared his throat awkwardly, looking anywhere but at them. "I should, uh, check on my Grimoire. Make sure it's not damaged or anything. Very important. Book maintenance." He stood quickly, nearly tripping over his own feet. "Yep. Definitely need to go do that. Right now. Over there."
    

    
      
    

    
      He wandered off with exaggerated purpose, leaving them alone.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien let out a small, exhausted laugh. "Subtle as always."
    

    
      
    

    
      "He means well." Akilliz found himself smiling despite everything.
    

    
      
    

    
      They sat in silence for a moment. Her thumb traced small circles on the back of his hand, probably without her realizing it. The simple touch was grounding. A reminder that he was still human, at least on his right side.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I was so scared," she admitted quietly. "When I saw you pinned down. When that mage was..." She trailed off, shuddered. "Thank you. For whatever it cost you. Thank you for being brave enough."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz looked at his left arm again. At the black veins pulsing beneath gray skin. At fingers that occasionally moved without his permission. "I don't know if brave is the right word."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It is to me."
    

    
      
    

    
      A woman approached before he could respond. The one with the little girl from earlier. Her eyes were red-rimmed, face streaked with tears. "Thank you." Her voice broke. "My daughter lives because you lot warned us." She gestured to the little girl clinging to her skirt, silver eyes solemn and confused. "My father died tonight. Yet my daughter lives. Because of you."
    

    
      
    

    
      She bowed deeply. The little girl mimicked her, not understanding but trusting her mother. Akilliz couldn't speak. Just nodded. They walked away.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We made a difference," Lirien said softly, squeezing his hand again.
    

    
      
    

    
      Behind them, Thalindra's voice carried across the square. "Begin preparing the pyres. We honor the fallen at noon."
    

    
      
    

    
      Villagers moved with quiet purpose — gathering wood, preparing bodies, moving through grief with the efficiency of people who'd lost loved ones before. Lira emerged from the healer's tent, still pale, moving unsteadily. Lirien immediately stood to help her, and the sisters held each other for a long moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You should be resting," Lirien said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Couldn't. Too many wounded." Lira managed a weak smile. "When did you ever rest when people needed healing?" She glanced at Akilliz, then back to her sister, and something knowing passed across her face despite her exhaustion. "Take care of him. He's a good one."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien's cheeks colored slightly, but she nodded.
    

    
      
    

    
      Across the square, Eryndor caught Akilliz's eye. The old mage's shoulder was bandaged, his face tired but grateful. He nodded once. Akilliz nodded back.
    

    
      
    

    
      The sun climbed higher. The village slowly came back to life around the grief — people helping people, mending what could be mended, mourning what couldn't. Aura settled on Akilliz's shoulder, a tiny warm presence that helped push back the cold creeping from his left side.
    

    
      
    

    
      At noon, they lit the pyres. Six pillars of flame reaching toward the sky, carrying the dead home. The villagers sang an old elven dirge, beautiful and heartbreaking.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stood with Lirien and Kael, watching the smoke rise.
    

    
      
    

    
      His left arm twitched. Not his will.
    

    
      
    

    
      In the back of his mind, Taimon's presence was growing.
    

    
      
    

    
      But Lirien's hand found his right one again, fingers intertwining with his, and for just a moment the darkness felt a little further away.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 26: Voodoo
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
           Three days had passed since the Mistwood.
    

    
      
    

    
           Three days of pretending everything was normal.
    

    
      
    

    
           Three days of feeling nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
           Akilliz woke to pale morning light filtering through his tower window. The first thing he did, before even opening his eyes fully, was check his left arm.
    

    
      
    

    
           He pulled back the sleeve of his sleep shirt and examined it in the dawn glow. The black veins had calmed since the battle. No longer pulsing or spreading visibly. Just ashen gray skin from fingertips to shoulder, like flesh slowly turning to stone. The color was easier to hide than the veins had been. Small mercy.
    

    
      
    

    
      He flexed his fingers. They moved smoothly now, obediently. The delay was gone. When he told them to curl, they curled. When he told them to spread, they spread. Perfect control.
    

    
      
    

    
      But they didn't 
      feel
       like his anymore.
    

    
      
    

    
      The arm was cold. Always cold. Numb in a way that went deeper than skin, deeper than nerve endings. Like someone had replaced his flesh with clay and expected him not to notice the difference.
    

    
      
    

    
      He sat up and reached for the scissors on his bedside table. His nails had grown again overnight. They always did now. Every morning he had to trim them back to normal length, watching the black clippings fall like tiny shards of obsidian. By evening they'd be long again, sharp at the edges if he let them go.
    

    
      
    

    
      Just another thing to manage. Another sign to hide.
    

    
      
    

    
      After trimming his nails, he dressed carefully. A long-sleeved tunic in deep blue, thick enough that the gray of his arm wouldn't show through. New leather gloves, soft but substantial, dyed black to match his boots. A cloak hanging by the door for extra concealment if needed.
    

    
      
    

    
      The small mirror above his washbasin confirmed it. Normal. He looked normal. Just another student preparing for another day of lessons.
    

    
      
    

    
      The bottled fire sat on his desk where it always did, glowing softly in its glass prison. This morning, holding it up to the light, he noticed something he'd missed before.
    

    
      
    

    
      At the bottom of the bottle, etched into the glass itself, was a rune.
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned it slowly, studying the symbol. Definitely not Elvish script. The lines were too angular, too geometric. Dwarven maybe? He set the bottle back down and made a mental note to research it later. Another question without answers.
    

    
      
    

    
      A raven sat on his windowsill.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz noticed it when he turned from the mirror — a black shape silhouetted against the dawn light. The bird was massive, easily twice the size of a normal crow, with feathers that gleamed oil-slick in the pale sun. It watched him with one intelligent eye, head cocked at an angle that was almost human in its assessment.
    

    
      
    

    
      A message cylinder was strapped to its leg.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How long have you been there?" Akilliz asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      The raven croaked once, shifting its weight from foot to foot. Waiting.
    

    
      
    

    
      He crossed to the window and opened it wider. The bird hopped inside without pause, landing on his desk with a heavy thump that scattered a few loose papers. Up close, it was even larger. The beak looked sharp enough to take off a finger.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Easy," Akilliz murmured, reaching for the cylinder. "I'm not going to hurt you."
    

    
      
    

    
      The raven allowed him to unbuckle the leather strap and remove the message. The moment the cylinder came free, the bird mantled its wings and croaked again, louder this time. Demanding.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You want food, don't you?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The raven fixed him with both eyes now, unblinking.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz found some bread from yesterday's breakfast, still sitting on his desk wrapped in cloth. He broke off a piece and offered it. The raven snatched it from his fingers with surprising gentleness, swallowed it whole, then croaked for more.
    

    
      
    

    
      He gave the bird the rest of the bread while he opened the cylinder and unrolled the letter inside. His father's rough handwriting, the letters uneven and pressed too hard into the paper like Pa had been gripping the pen with forge-calloused hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Son,
    

    
      
    

    
      Was shocked when a raven landed at the forge. Fed the damned bird for three days before I figured out I was supposed to write back. Your mother always handled that sort of thing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Forge is running me ragged. Old Gareth's boy took sick two weeks back, still hasn't recovered. Half the village has the coughing sickness. We're managing but it's hard work without enough hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wish your mother was here. She'd know what herbs to use, how to help them. I just hammer metal and hope for the best.
    

    
      
    

    
      Hope you're learning well. Hope Luminael treats you right. Come back soon Aki, miss you something fierce. Your birthday is coming up, hope to see you by then.
    

    
      
    

    
      Your Pa
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz read it twice, the raven watching him the entire time while it tore the bread into smaller pieces with its beak.
    

    
      
    

    
      Pa had fed the bird for three days, not knowing what to do with it. The image should have made him smile, or have made him homesick. He was thinking of Pa standing in the forge yard, confused and grumbling while a bird refused to leave.
    

    
      
    

    
      The village was sick. Half of them. Without Ma's knowledge of herbs, without her healing touch, they were suffering. People he'd known his whole life.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Miss you something fierce."
       He never said things like that. He was never one to put feelings into words.
    

    
      
    

    
      His birthday was coming. He'd forgotten. Seventeen soon. Pa wanted him home for it.
    

    
      
    

    
      He should feel something about that. Guilt for being here while they struggled. Worry for Pa working himself into the ground. Grief that Ma wasn't there to help them. Homesickness at the thought of missing his birthday.
    

    
      
    

    
      Nothing. Just distant awareness that a response was expected.
    

    
      
    

    
      The raven finished the bread and began preening its wing feathers, completely at ease on his desk like it owned the space.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz pulled out parchment and ink. Wrote quickly, mechanically, while the bird watched with those too-intelligent eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Pa,
    

    
      
    

    
      Lessons are going well. I'm learning advanced techniques now. The city is fine.
    

    
      
    

    
      Hope the village recovers soon. I miss the forge, used our sword the other day.
    

    
      
    

    
      Love,
    

    
      Akilliz
    

    
      
    

    
      He stared at what he'd written. It was shorter than it should be. Colder. He should ask about the sickness. About which families were affected. Should tell him he missed home, that he thought about them. Should mention his birthday.
    

    
      
    

    
      The words wouldn't come. Or maybe they just didn't feel true anymore.
    

    
      
    

    
      He rolled the letter and fitted it into the cylinder. The raven stopped preening and hopped closer, offering its leg with the patience of something that had done this a thousand times.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You know the way back?" Akilliz asked while he buckled the cylinder in place.
    

    
      
    

    
      The raven croaked once. 
      Obviously
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      He carried the bird to the window and held out his arm. It was heavier than he'd expected when it stepped onto his forearm, talons gripping through the fabric of his sleeve but not breaking skin. The weight was solid, grounding in a way that nothing else had felt in days.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Safe flight," he said quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      The raven launched from his arm with a powerful thrust of wings that sent papers scattering across his desk. It circled once outside his window, black against the pale morning sky, then turned north toward home and disappeared into the distance.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz watched it go until it was just a speck, then nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      He closed the window and went to prepare for the rest of his day.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Refectory was bright with morning sun and full of the usual breakfast chaos. Students laughing, dishes clattering, the smell of fresh bread and honey. He grabbed a plate from the serving line and made his way to their table near the windows.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael and Lirien were already there, mid-conversation, their plates mostly empty. They looked up when he approached, and something in their expressions shifted. Careful. Like they were watching him for signs of something wrong.
    

    
      
    

    
      He sat down across from them, slightly apart, and began eating mechanically.
    

    
      
    

    
      "There you are," Lirien said, smile a little too bright. "We were wondering if you'd slept in."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Got up early. Wanted to prepare for lessons."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Right. Potions class twice a day." Kael made a face. "How's that going? Sylvara seems like a real piece of work sometimes."
    

    
      
    

    
      "She's fine."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael glanced at Lirien, then pressed on, trying to fill the uncomfortable silence. "The Festival of Light is in a little over a week. I'm actually making good progress on my demonstration spell. Might not embarrass myself after all."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien's face lit up. "Really? What are you going to show?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Light manipulation. Creating illusions with refracted brilliance. If I don't screw it up, it should look impressive." Kael grinned. "Been practicing every night."
    

    
      
    

    
      He watched them smile at each other, easy and comfortable. Their voices rising and falling with the rhythm of people who belonged somewhere. He watched them the way you watch people through glass. Present. Not there.
    

    
      
    

    
      Awkward pause. They exchanged glances.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien tried again, voice lighter. "My mother sent another letter yesterday. She's convinced I'm not eating enough. She wants to send care packages. Can you imagine?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael laughed. "Mine thinks I'm going to accidentally maim myself with a spell."
    

    
      
    

    
      "At least yours doesn't try to fatten you up," Lirien said, smiling at him. Then she turned to Akilliz, the smile gentling. "What about your father? Does he write to you?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz took a bite of bread. Chewed. Swallowed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "He doesn't write much."
    

    
      
    

    
      Brief silence. They were still watching him with that careful expression.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Must be nice having the whole tower to yourself though," Kael said, clearly trying to lighten the mood. "No parents watching over your shoulder. I'd kill for that kind of privacy."
    

    
      
    

    
      Something cold twisted in Akilliz's chest. "Yeah. Must be nice having parents at all."
    

    
      
    

    
      The words came out flat and sharp, slicing through the comfortable atmosphere like a blade. Lirien's smile disappeared. Kael's eyes widened slightly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aki, I didn't mean—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stood, picking up his half-eaten plate. "I have a lesson to prepare for."
    

    
      
    

    
      He walked away without looking back. Didn't see Lirien's hand reach toward him and then drop or hear her quiet voice asking Kael if he was okay.
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn't care.
    

    
      
    

    
      The tower stairs felt longer than usual. His boots echoed in the spiral stairwell, the only sound except for his own breathing. When he reached Sylvara's workshop, someone else stood by the central workbench.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not Sylvara. A male elf he'd never seen before.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tall, silver-streaked dark hair pulled back severely, sharp features arranged in an expression of vague distaste. He wore formal teaching robes in deep purple, and everything about him radiated cold assessment. His eyes swept over Akilliz like he was evaluating livestock and finding it subpar.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You must be the human." Not a question. A statement of fact, delivered with the kind of tone reserved for something unpleasant. "I am Master Vaelis. I will be overseeing your instruction while Sylvara attends to other matters."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stopped just inside the doorway. A substitute. "Okay. What are we—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You will address me as Master Vaelis or simply Master." The correction came sharp as a blade. "I am not your peer, human. I am your instructor. Do you understand?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Heat rose in Akilliz's face. "Yes…Master."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good." Vaelis studied him like an insect pinned to a board. "Sylvara speaks highly of your progress. We shall see if her faith is warranted." He paused. "You're late, by the way."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz glanced at the tower clock. "I'm five minutes early."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Early is on time. On time is late. Late is unacceptable. Remember that." Vaelis turned to the equipment laid out on the central workbench. "Now. Let us see what you're capable of."
    

    
      
    

    
      The bench held three pieces of advanced equipment. Crystal sieve, levitating stirrer, runic burner. Sylvara had been teaching him the basics of each, but separately. Each required complete focus.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You will demonstrate mastery of all three by brewing a Clarity Draft base. You have one hour. Begin."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stared at the setup. This was impossible. Sylvara wouldn't have asked this of him. Not yet.
    

    
      
    

    
      But Vaelis was watching with that cold satisfaction, clearly expecting him to fail.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz began.
    

    
      
    

    
      He started the base heating on the rune burner, trying to gauge the optimal temperature. Set up the crystal sieve and began filtering the primary ingredient. Attempted to levitate the stirrer while managing both.
    

    
      
    

    
      The sieve clouded immediately. He'd lost the resonance.
    

    
      
    

    
      The stirrer wobbled and dropped into the mixture with a splash.
    

    
      
    

    
      The temperature spiked, ingredients beginning to burn.
    

    
      
    

    
      Frustration built in his chest, hot and sharp. His left hand twitched under his glove.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Perhaps Sylvara's assessment was overly generous," Vaelis observed from his position by the window.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz glanced at his gloved left hand. The potion was starting to smoke. In minutes it would be ruined completely and he'd have failed in front of this smug bastard who'd set him up to fail from the start.
    

    
      
    

    
      He bit the inside of his cheek hard enough to draw blood. Whispered under his breath, barely audible. 
      Just to not fail.
    

    
      
    

    
      Taimon's presence unfurled in his mind like smoke, warm and patient.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      All you need do is ask."
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Please
      ," Akilliz breathed. "
      Help me."
    

    
      
    

    
      "So it shall be."
    

    
      
    

    
      His hands moved.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not his will, but not fighting it either. His fingers adjusted the rune burner with perfect precision, temperature dropping to exactly the right point. His other hand attuned the crystal sieve, the clouding clearing instantly as resonance locked. The stirrer lifted smoothly from the mixture and began moving in the exact pattern needed, controlled by his corrupted left hand through the glove.
    

    
      
    

    
      Knowledge flooded his mind. Not just how to use the equipment, but why. The theory behind resonance frequencies. The mathematical precision of levitation spells. The symbolic meaning of temperature runes and how they responded to different magical signatures.
    

    
      
    

    
      He worked for the next forty minutes with flawless efficiency. Every adjustment perfect. Every timing exact. The three techniques flowing together like he'd been doing this for years.
    

    
      
    

    
      When he decanted the finished Clarity Draft, it glowed with the soft amber light that indicated perfect synthesis.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vaelis stared at it. Then at Akilliz. Then back at the potion. He crossed the room slowly, examining the result from every angle.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Hmm. Perhaps Sylvara wasn't lying after all." He stepped closer, studying Akilliz with narrowed eyes. "Though I wonder how you improved so dramatically in mere moments. From complete incompetence to flawless execution. Quite remarkable."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Practice," Akilliz said flatly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vaelis didn't look convinced. His gaze lingered on Akilliz's gloved left hand for a moment too long. "Come. Let us see how you fare among peers."
    

    
      
    

    
      The classroom held fifteen elven students who all looked older than Akilliz in appearance. They sat at individual workbenches, already prepared, already belonging.
    

    
      He knew he shouldn't be here, Sylvara said he wasn't ready for this. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Yet here he was all the same.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Class," Vaelis announced, voice carrying effortlessly. "We have a special participant today. This is Akilliz. A human. Sylvara's personal project."
    

    
      
    

    
      The way he said 
      human
       made it sound like a species of particularly stupid livestock.
    

    
      
    

    
      Fifteen elven faces turned to stare. Some curious, others skeptical. One elven girl in the second row, with silver-blonde hair and ice-blue eyes, let her lip curl before she quickly smoothed her expression.
    

    
      
    

    
      "He will be joining you for today's practical examination. Do not adjust your performance for his sake."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stood near the door, every eye on him, heat crawling up his neck. He could feel their assessment. The human. The outsider. The one who didn't belong.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Take the empty workbench in the back."
    

    
      
    

    
      He walked down the aisle between workbenches. Whispers followed him, not quite quiet enough to miss.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      That's the one Sylvara's teaching?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I heard he's only been here a few weeks."
    

    
      
    

    
      "A human trying to learn  practical alchemy? This should be entertaining."
    

    
      
    

    
      He reached the back workbench and found a textbook waiting. Old, stained, with pages that stuck together where something had been spilled years ago. Nothing like the pristine volumes on every other desk.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Today's practical examination: the Mindsharp Elixir. A standard third-year brew. You have thirty minutes. Textbooks are permitted. Begin."
    

    
      
    

    
      Everyone immediately opened their pristine textbooks and began gathering ingredients. Akilliz opened his damaged book and his stomach dropped.
    

    
      
    

    
      Half the pages were in Elvish he couldn't fully read. Not the simple script Sylvara had taught him, but formal academic Elvish with technical terminology he'd never seen. The diagrams were smudged beyond recognition. Measurements were partially illegible where water damage had blurred the ink.
    

    
      
    

    
      Around him, the elven students worked with practiced efficiency. They'd probably brewed this a dozen times.
    

    
      
    

    
      Twenty-five minutes remaining.
    

    
      
    

    
      The clock on the wall ticked steadily.
    

    
      
    

    
      Fifteen minutes.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vaelis paused behind Akilliz's workbench. Loud enough for nearby students to hear: "Having difficulties, Akilliz? Perhaps you'd like me to read the instructions aloud for you? I could translate the Elvish into something simpler."
    

    
      
    

    
      Several students smirked. The ice-eyed girl didn't bother hiding her smile.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm fine, Master," Akilliz managed through clenched teeth.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ten minutes.
    

    
      
    

    
      Everyone else was cleaning their workstations. Bottling their finished potions. His workbench was still mostly empty.
    

    
      
    

    
      Under the workbench, hidden from view, he pressed his thumb hard against his palm until the stitching bit deep enough to draw blood. The glove would hide it. No one would see.
    

    
      
    

    
      Just to not fail,
       he thought. 
      Just this once
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      Taimon came warm and satisfied, like he'd been waiting.
    

    
      
    

    
      The text shifted. Not all at once, but like watching ice melt in the spring sun. The Elvish characters connected to words he knew. The incomplete diagrams filled themselves in his mind. He understood it all, not just the words, but the concepts beneath them.
    

    
      
    

    
      His hands moved with sudden confidence. Gathering ingredients, measuring with precision he shouldn't possess, setting up the workflow like he'd done this a hundred times.
    

    
      
    

    
      The nearby students noticed. The dark-haired elf who'd blocked his view glanced over with a frown. The ice-eyed girl's smile faded into confusion.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz worked through the steps with mechanical perfection, Taimon's knowledge guiding every movement. Five minutes remaining, he bottled the finished Mindsharp Elixir. The liquid glowed with soft silver-blue light that indicated proper synthesis. Not perfect, not the best in the room, but solidly good. Better than several of the elven students' attempts.
    

    
      
    

    
      Three minutes remaining. He cleaned his workstation with hands that wanted to shake but didn't.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vaelis walked among the workbenches examining each potion. When he reached Akilliz's workbench, he stopped longer than he had for any other student. Picked up the vial, held it to the light, studied the color and consistency with narrowed eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Adequate," he said finally, loud enough for the class to hear. Then, quieter, leaning closer so only Akilliz could hear: "Though I wonder what precisely you did to achieve even this mediocre result. A student who seemingly couldn't read the instructions ten minutes ago suddenly producing passable work. Quite the miracle."
    

    
      
    

    
      He set the vial down with more force than necessary.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz looked up at him, expression flat. "I simply thought thirty minutes was too long a time for such a basic potion, Master."
    

    
      
    

    
      The classroom went dead silent.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vaelis's eyes narrowed to slits. Several students gasped. The ice-eyed girl's mouth fell open.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Is that so?" Vaelis's voice went dangerously soft. "You found the standard third-year practical examination... too easy?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I found it adequate." Using Vaelis's own word back at him.
    

    
      
    

    
      A few students made shocked sounds. One muttered "
      Is he insane?"
       to his neighbor.
    

    
      
    

    
      Vaelis stepped closer, looming over the workbench. "Perhaps next time I should design something more... challenging. Specifically for you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'd welcome that, Master."
    

    
      
    

    
      Vaelis's jaw tightened. "Class dismissed. Except you, Akilliz. Remain."
    

    
      
    

    
      The elven students gathered their things quickly, throwing glances back at Akilliz. The ice-eyed girl whispered to her friend as they left: "
      He's either the bravest human I've ever seen or the stupidest."
    

    
      
    

    
      When the last student left, Vaelis circled around to stand directly in front of the workbench, hands planted on it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Let me be very clear, human. I don't know what you did. But I know you did something. No student improves that dramatically in mere minutes without assistance."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You told me yourself, Master. I've been studying my Elvish hard recently. Perhaps you underestimated how effective that study has been."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Or perhaps you're using methods that violate Academy regulations." Vaelis's gaze dropped to Akilliz's gloved left hand. "I will be watching you. Very carefully. And the next time you're in my classroom, you'll find the challenges I set are not so easily overcome."
    

    
      
    

    
      He straightened. "You're dismissed. And the next time you feel the urge to display such... attitude, remember that I have the authority to recommend your expulsion."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz gathered his things and stood. "Understood, Master."
    

    
      
    

    
      He walked to the door, feeling Vaelis's eyes boring into his back.
    

    
      
    

    
      "One more thing," Vaelis called out just as Akilliz reached for the handle.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stopped but didn't turn around.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Whatever you're doing, whatever shortcut you've found, it won't last. Natural talent can only be hidden for so long before it's exposed as fraud. I've seen students like you before. They always fail eventually."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz opened the door and walked out without responding.
    

    
      
    

    
      The training grounds were mostly empty when he arrived, just a few students running drills at the far end. He spotted Seren near the weapons rack, stretching in preparation for training. The young elf looked up when Akilliz approached, face breaking into that familiar grin.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Potion boy! Come to get your ass kicked again?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Despite everything, Akilliz felt the corner of his mouth twitch. "Looking for a rematch."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Always." Seren's grin widened. "Best of five?"
    

    
      
    

    
      They selected practice swords from the rack and took positions in the sparring circle. A few other students drifted over to watch.
    

    
      
    

    
      Seren settled into an easy guard stance. "Your move when you're ready."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz raised his sword in his right hand and tried to remember what Vaelrik had taught him about flow and adaptation.
    

    
      
    

    
      Seren moved first. Quick and testing — a feint rose high that became a low strike. Akilliz blocked, but his timing was off. Exhaustion from the morning's lessons, from using Taimon twice already, made his movements sluggish. Seren's blade slipped past his guard and tapped his ribs.
    

    
      
    

    
      "One-zero." Seren stepped back, studying him. "You alright? You look like death warmed over."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm fine."
    

    
      
    

    
      The third bout was worse. His frustration building made him sloppy. His left arm kept twitching under the glove like it wanted to help.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Three-zero." Seren lowered his practice blade, concern replacing the competitive grin. "Seriously, Akilliz. You're way off today. Want to call it?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Again. Best of five."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You sure? You look exhausted."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      
    

    
      Seren shrugged. "Alright. Your funeral."
    

    
      
    

    
      But this time, without quite deciding to, Akilliz switched his practice sword to his left hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      Seren's eyebrows rose. "Ambidextrous? You never mentioned that before."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Never tried it in a bout before."
    

    
      
    

    
      The fight began and immediately everything changed.
    

    
      
    

    
      His left arm moved with speed and precision his right had never possessed. Demon-guided skill, centuries of experience compressed into muscle memory that wasn't his. He could see Seren's patterns before they formed, predict each strike a heartbeat before it came.
    

    
      
    

    
      Seren's eyes widened as their blades met with sharp cracks that rang across the training grounds. The elf had to actually work now. More students gathered, drawn by the intensity of the exchange.
    

    
      
    

    
      They traded strikes, both breathing harder. Seren made a move — a deliberate gap in his defense. Testing. The kind of opening an experienced fighter left to see how an opponent would respond.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz struck.
    

    
      
    

    
      Too hard. Too fast. His blade caught Seren's sword arm with force that went beyond practice. The impact was brutal, and he heard something crack.
    

    
      
    

    
      Seren's weapon clattered to the ground. The elf stumbled back, gripping his arm, face going pale. The way Seren held it, the way he gasped in pain, made it clear something had broken.
    

    
      
    

    
      The crowd gasped. Someone ran for a healer.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Gods," Seren managed through gritted teeth, sinking to his knees. "What the hell was that?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stood there, practice sword still raised, and waited for the horror to come. The guilt. The desperate need to apologize.
    

    
      
    

    
      He felt annoyed. Annoyed that the bout had been interrupted. Annoyed that people were staring.
    

    
      
    

    
      He lowered his blade slowly. "Sorry. Lost focus."
    

    
      
    

    
      Seren looked up at him, face twisted with pain but also confusion. Hurt that went deeper than the physical injury. "Lost focus? Akilliz, you nearly broke my arm. That wasn't losing focus, that was..." He trailed off, staring at Akilliz's face with growing uncertainty. "That was like you wanted to hurt me."
    

    
      
    

    
      A healer arrived, dropping to her knees beside Seren. Other students clustered around, some checking on Seren, others staring at Akilliz.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Did you see his face? He doesn't even care."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That was way too hard for practice. What's wrong with him?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz sheathed his practice sword and turned to leave.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Wait." Seren's voice stopped him. The elf was still on his knees, cradling his injured arm, but his eyes tracked Akilliz with something that looked like genuine concern. "Are you okay? Seriously. Something's wrong. You're not... you're not acting like yourself."
    

    
      
    

    
      For a moment, something flickered in Akilliz's chest. Recognition that Seren was reaching out, trying to help despite being the one who'd gotten hurt.
    

    
      
    

    
      The feeling died before it could take root.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm fine," Akilliz said. "It's just one of those days."
    

    
      
    

    
      He walked away while the healer worked on Seren's arm.
    

    
      
    

    
      Evening settled over the tower. Sylvara's door remained closed, her workshop dark. She'd been there this morning, replaced by Vaelis with no explanation.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stood outside her office door for a long time, thinking. Where had she gone?
    

    
      
    

    
      Fuck it.
    

    
      
    

    
      He tried the door handle. Locked. Sealed with magic that hummed against his palm when he touched it.
    

    
      
    

    
      He bit his palm hard enough to feel it through the glove. Blood welled warm against leather. "How do I open this?" he whispered.
    

    
      
    

    
      Taimon showed him. Guided his bloody finger to trace a counter-sigil on the wood, the inverse of Sylvara's locking spell. The magic resisted for a heartbeat that felt like an eternity, then gave way with an almost audible click.
    

    
      
    

    
      The door swung wide open.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stepped inside and closed it behind him. Every sound seemed amplified. The soft rustle of his cloak. His boots on the stone floor. His own heartbeat.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara's office was neat, organized with the precision of someone who controlled every aspect of their environment. Bookshelves lined two walls, labeled and alphabetized. Her desk held neat stacks of parchment, quills arranged by size, an inkwell that probably never spilled.
    

    
      
    

    
      He moved to the desk. Mundane papers first. Assignment schedules. Ingredient orders.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he tried the drawer. Locked. Of course.
    

    
      
    

    
      He traced the counter-sigil again and the drawer opened with a soft click.
    

    
      
    

    
      Inside, he found alchemical acceleration recipes — multiple copies, with refinements noted in the margins. Next to them, a ledger tracking dosages and effects. His eyes scanned the entries, and his stomach tightened.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Subject requires increased dosage for same effect."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Dependency achieved, will ensure continued supply."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Master Zolam fully reliant. Will not function without regular doses."
    

    
      
    

    
      Was she keeping Zolam addicted? Deliberately?
    

    
      
    

    
      Beneath the recipes was a leather-bound journal with a name embossed on the cover in silver script.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz.
    

    
      
    

    
      His hand shook as he opened it. The entries were clinical. Dates, observations, assessments. All about him, though most seemed standard teacher's notes. But one line caught his attention, made him read it three times.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Hybrid concoctions produce results inconsistent yet may achieve our desired outcome all the same."
    

    
      
    

    
      What desired outcome?
    

    
      
    

    
      On the bookshelf, a tome on dwarven runes lay open to a page titled "
      Containment Symbols."
       One matched the rune at the bottom of his fire bottle exactly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Notes in Sylvara's handwriting beside it: "
      Bottling essence requires dwarf craft plus an innate gift. Subject possessed both. Investigated further. No records of how subject acquired dwarven knowledge. Unusual for a human. Connection to the gift and specific dwarven runes must be required, yet I lack the knowledge on how transference becomes possible or why this is necessary."
    

    
      
    

    
      Who was the subject? He barely understood what he was reading. He moved on, anxiety mounting.
    

    
      
    

    
      A locked cabinet stood in the corner. Inside, rare ingredients that made his breath catch. Vials and jars, each labeled in Sylvara's precise script.
    

    
      
    

    
      Living Water
       — a bottle where water bubbled continuously like a fresh spring.
    

    
      
    

    
      Moondew (Spring's First Full Moon)
       — dew that had absorbed lunar energy.
    

    
      
    

    
      Phoenix Ash
       — glowing faintly in a crystal container, worth a fortune.
    

    
      
    

    
      Bottled Aether
       — white liquid that glowed softly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Soul-weaver Root
       — dried and twisted, looking almost alive in the dim light.
    

    
      
    

    
      And at the back, separate from the others, a flask of something black and viscous that made his demon mark pulse even through the glove.
    

    
      
    

    
      Blood.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not just any blood. Something felt wrong about it.
    

    
      
    

    
      On the highest shelf, empty space where a large book should be. The dust outline was clear, perfectly rectangular. Recently removed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Beneath where the book had been, correspondence. A letter in script he couldn't read at all. Not Elvish, not Common, nothing he recognized. Sealed with black wax. He couldn't risk opening it, and wouldn't be able to seal it back properly.
    

    
      
    

    
      A floorboard creaked somewhere in the tower. He froze, eyes locked on the door.
    

    
      
    

    
      Nothing. Just the old building settling.
    

    
      
    

    
      He grabbed his notebook, hands fumbling as he scribbled down what he could. The alchemical acceleration recipe. A rough sketch of the rune from the dwarven tome.
    

    
      
    

    
      The footsteps were close. First floor now. Coming up.
    

    
      
    

    
      He shoved everything back into place, tried to make it look undisturbed. Then he forced the cabinet shut, and the drawer too. Was everything exactly as he'd found it?
    

    
      
    

    
      He slipped out the door and resealed it with shaking hands. The counter-sigil felt clumsy this time, his bloody finger leaving a smear he had to wipe away with his sleeve.
    

    
      
    

    
      The footsteps were close.
    

    
      
    

    
      He ducked into the alcove where cleaning supplies were stored, pressing himself against the wall, trying to control his breathing.
    

    
      
    

    
      A figure passed. One of the tower's cleaning staff, an older woman carrying fresh linens. She walked right past the alcove without glancing in.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz waited. Counted to fifty. Then slipped out and returned to his room, quickly shut the door. Locked it and leaned against it with closed eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      His heart was still pounding and his hands still shaking.
    

    
      
    

    
      Had she warded the office to detect intrusion? Would she know?
    

    
      
    

    
      Too late to worry about it now.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at his left hand in the dim light from his window. Four times today he'd used Taimon. A lesson. A test. A training bout. A lock.
    

    
      
    

    
      Each choice had felt reasonable at the time.
    

    
      
    

    
      That was the problem.
    

    
      
    

    
      He replayed the day. Not with guilt. Not with remorse. Just clinical analysis. The classroom. Seren's arm. The crack of bone and the efficiency of it.
    

    
      
    

    
      He waited for the horror to come.
    

    
      
    

    
      Nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      He thought about the captured dark elves, the ones Thalindra had chained. They'd killed that old elf. Torn his head clean off. Terrorized children. They deserved what his sword had given the others.
    

    
      
    

    
      He noticed the thought. Waited for it to feel wrong.
    

    
      
    

    
      It didn't.
    

    
      
    

    
      His left hand lay in his lap, gray in the moonlight. He flexed the fingers. They moved smoothly, perfectly obedient. But they still didn't feel like his.
    

    
      
    

    
      He bit his thumb hard enough to draw blood. Let it well dark against his gray skin.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Taimon
      ," he said quietly.
       "Can we talk?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The presence manifested like frost creeping across glass. Patient and amused, yet always listening.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Took you long enough to use my name, little mortal."
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 27: Jambi
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      "I hurt my friend today. And I didn't care."
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Was he truly your friend?"
       Taimon's voice was gentle, no gravel or rumbling. 
      "Or was he merely an elf who tolerated your presence? They will never see you as equal."
    

    
      
    

    
      "He tried to help me though. After I hurt him, he asked if I was okay."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yet you found his concern irritating. Have you asked yourself why?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz had no answer. Or maybe he did, and didn't want to say it aloud.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I can't taste food as well anymore," he said instead. "Can't feel much of anything. It's like I'm watching my life through someone else's eyes."
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Human sensations are mere distractions. Pain, pleasure, taste — all the mortal chains that bind you to their weakness. You are transcending them. Becoming stronger."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're right. That would make me stronger, if I didn't feel pain anymore. But today my father wrote to me and said he misses me." Akilliz's voice was flat. "I felt nothing reading that. Nothing at all."
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Because you've outgrown the small concerns of small people. You're destined for greater things. Why mourn the caterpillar when you're becoming a butterfly?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "What about Lirien?" The question came out quieter than he'd intended. "She's so smart, so kind and... beautiful. If I lose all my feelings, will I still care about her?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Taimon paused, then spoke with careful precision. 
      "You'll care about keeping her safe. Isn't protection more valuable than fleeting emotion? You'll be strong enough to save her from anything. To prevent what happened to your mother from ever happening again. Isn't that what love truly means?"
    

    
      
    

    
      For once, Taimon sounded logical. He should become stronger. Strong enough to protect anyone he cared about from ever being harmed again.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Each time you use this, you become stronger. Evolving in ways humans cannot. I am the God of the Earth itself. He who makes a beast out of himself gets rid of the pain of being human."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And if I want to stop? Go back?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Taimon laughed, soft and indulgent. 
      "Stop? There is no going back. Think how much stronger you've become. The arm is mine. The knowledge is yours. You can be more than a potion maker — you can bottle the earth, the fire, even light itself."
    

    
      
    

    
      I feel like I'm losing myself
      , he thought but didn't say.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Rest now, my child,"
       Taimon said, presence beginning to fade. 
      "Tomorrow brings new opportunities."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't think I can sleep."
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Then don't. For sleep is a chain as well."
       The presence faded completely, leaving only cold behind.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz lay there, staring at the ceiling. Closed his eyes. Opened them. Closed them again.
    

    
      
    

    
      Every time he closed his eyes, his mind replayed the day. Not with guilt. Not with remorse. Just clinical analysis. Seren's opening. The strike. The crack of bone. The efficiency of it. He should feel something about that. He didn't.
    

    
      
    

    
      An hour passed. Maybe two. Time felt thick and strange. Finally, exhaustion dragged him under.
    

    
      
    

    
      The nightmare came immediately.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was in his tower room, but wrong. The walls breathed. The shadows moved with purpose. Ma stood by his window, her back to him, looking out at a Luminael that burned with black flames.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ma?"
    

    
      
    

    
      She turned. Her face was ash. Her eyes were empty holes that leaked smoke.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Are you happy, my sweet?" Her voice echoed wrong, layered with something ancient and patient beneath it.
    

    
      
    

    
      His left hand moved without permission. Reached for her throat.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No!" He tried to stop it, pull it back, but the arm wouldn't obey. "Please, I don't want—"
    

    
      
    

    
      The hand closed around her throat.
    

    
      
    

    
      She didn't struggle. Just looked at him with those empty eyes, smoke pouring from them like tears.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This is what you chose, my love," she whispered as she dissolved. "This is what you are."
    

    
      
    

    
      The ash fell through his fingers. And beneath it, drawn in the ash on the floor, a circle. Perfect. Complex. Wrong. Taimon's laughter echoed from everywhere and nowhere.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz jerked awake. But not in his bed.
    

    
      
    

    
      The transition was jarring. Sudden awareness that he was upright in the middle of his room, barefoot on cold stone, arms at his sides. His left arm hung loose, fingers twitching slightly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Moonlight streamed through his window, casting everything in silver and shadow. How long had he been standing here? His legs ached like he'd been upright for hours.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked down.
    

    
      
    

    
      The circle was back.
    

    
      
    

    
      He dropped to his knees, peering under his bed. There it was, etched into the stone floor with white chalk. But this time it was different. More complex. More refined. The symbols around the perimeter were crisp, professional, arranged with expert precision. Some he recognized but couldn't quite place. Others were completely foreign — angular, sharp, looking almost like clawed writing.
    

    
      
    

    
      His heart pounded violently against his chest. He checked his hands. No chalk dust. He reached under the bed, ran his fingers along the stone near the edge. Found the piece of chalk hidden there.
    

    
      
    

    
      When did he put that there?
    

    
      
    

    
      "Taimon." His voice shook. "The circle under my bed. Did I draw this?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The presence materialized slowly, lazy as smoke.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      I make you do nothing, child. Everything you do is your own choice
      ."
    

    
      
    

    
      "But I don't remember drawing it. And it's more complex than before. I woke up standing."
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Then perhaps you're more talented than you realized."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What do the symbols mean?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Nothing that concerns you. Meaningless scribbles."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Are you lying to me? It looks like a summoning circle. Like the ones in Sylvara's black book."
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Coincidence."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stared at the circle. At the precise lines. The careful spacing. The symbols that looked like they meant something.
    

    
      
    

    
      He wanted to believe Taimon, to think this was just stress manifesting in strange ways. But something felt wrong.
    

    
      
    

    
      He should be terrified right now. But somehow, he wasn't.
    

    
      
    

    
      He pulled out his notebook, flipped to the recipe he'd copied from Sylvara's office. The alchemical acceleration potion. The one that kept Zolam awake.
    

    
      
    

    
      If it keeps him awake, maybe it'll keep me awake. Better than nightmares. Better than waking up standing over chalk circles I don't remember drawing.
    

    
      
    

    
      He grabbed his cloak and headed downstairs.
    

    
      
    

    
      The workshop was dark and silent, just him and the equipment and the pre-dawn cold. He lit candles with shaking hands, watching shadows dance across the walls.
    

    
      
    

    
      First, the base. Spring water in the alembic, heated just before boiling. He added honey while stirring clockwise — twenty rotations, counted carefully. The mixture turned pale gold, catching candlelight. Three drops of lemon essence, cutting sharp through the workshop's mustiness. One drop of mint oil, added last. The base shimmered faintly, almost luminescent. He poured it into a potion bottle, sealed it with a cork, set it aside.
    

    
      
    

    
      Now the sphere.
    

    
      
    

    
      He ground each dried herb separately. Guarana seeds first, the powder fine and dark. Then yerba mate leaves, releasing an earthy smell. Ginseng root took longer, fibrous and tough. Rhodiola and the rest following in the order the recipe specified, each ground to powder and kept separate. He combined them in order, feeling the texture change as the powders mixed. Last, he added melted tree sap while the mixture was still warm from his hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      The shaping was harder than expected. The mixture wanted to crumble, resist compression. He pressed harder, forming it into a sphere about the size of a large marble. Kept compressing until it held, hard and dense between his palms. It cooled quickly. Turned dark brown, almost black, with a strange opalescent sheen that caught the light in a weird way. It felt heavier than it should.
    

    
      
    

    
      He dropped the sphere into the prepared base. The reaction was immediate. The liquid frothed and churned like it was boiling, though the bottle wasn't even warm. The sphere dissolved rapidly, releasing its compressed ingredients. Color shifted from pale gold to deep amber to reddish-brown. The fizzing intensified, sounding almost like rainfall, then slowly died away. The final product was dark, almost opaque, with a faint shimmer on its surface.
    

    
      
    

    
      He unstoppered it. Bitter herbs and something underneath he couldn't name.
    

    
      
    

    
      What other potions could be done like this
      ? As long as he had the base in a vial, he could choose whatever compressed sphere he wanted and drop it in. Different spheres for different effects. All using compatible bases.
    

    
      
    

    
      He noted it in his journal with quick sketches. This could change how potions were carried and deployed entirely. The base was something anyone could make — the spheres could be his specialty.
    

    
      
    

    
      He raised the bottle. Hesitated.
    

    
      
    

    
      Zolam was addicted to this. The ledger had been clear. "
      Subject requires increased dosage for same effect
      ." But Zolam took it every day. Once wouldn't hurt. Just to get through today. Just to avoid the nightmares and the circles and the numbness that felt like drowning.
    

    
      
    

    
      He drank.
    

    
      
    

    
      The taste was bitter but not unpleasant. Herbal. Slight burn going down. Aftertaste of chocolate and something green and alive.
    

    
      
    

    
      For a moment, nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then the potion hit.
    

    
      
    

    
      Energy flooded through him like lightning. Like every cell in his body suddenly remembered how to be awake and the exhaustion just vanished — completely gone like it had never existed — and his mind sharpened, thoughts that had been moving through fog suddenly racing clear and fast and gods he felt 
      amazing
      , better than he had in days or weeks or maybe ever, and why had he been so tired anyway when there was so much to do and learn and create and the workshop was full of possibilities and he had access to rare ingredients and Sylvara's techniques and the Festival was coming and he could make something incredible, something that would prove he belonged here despite being human despite everything and —
    

    
      
    

    
      He laughed. Actually laughed. When was the last time he'd laughed? The sound echoed strange in the empty workshop but he didn't care because colors seemed brighter somehow, more vivid, and he could hear everything — the soft settling of cooling glass, the whisper of his own breathing, the distant sound of early morning birds outside — and it was all so clear, so present, so 
      alive
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      He needed to see Sylvara. Needed to ask her about hybrid brews and reversal techniques and modular alchemy and whether anyone had ever tried compressing ingredients before because if they hadn't he might have just invented something new and important and —
    

    
      
    

    
      He forced himself to slow down. Take a breath. But even breathing felt good, felt like his lungs were working better, more efficiently.
    

    
      
    

    
      He practically ran up the stairs to his room, changed clothes, grabbed his supplies, and headed back to Sylvara's workshop before the tower had fully woken.
    

    
      
    

    
      The morning was beautiful. How had he not noticed how beautiful mornings were? The way dawn light caught the crystal veins in the walls, making them glow soft blue and gold. The air was crisp and clean and everything felt possible.
    

    
      
    

    
      He knocked on Sylvara's door. She opened it, took one look at him, and raised an eyebrow.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I see thee alive and well this morning."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good morning, I couldn't sleep, had an idea about modular brewing and I wanted to ask you about it —"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Breathe, young light."
    

    
      
    

    
      He stopped. Took a breath. It didn't slow him down much.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I slept well," he said, too cheerful and too bright. "Ready to learn."
    

    
      
    

    
      She studied him with sharp green eyes that saw too much. "Did you? Your eyes suggest otherwise."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm fine. Better than fine. Where were you yesterday? There was a substitute. Master Vaelis."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ah yes, Vaelis. How did that go?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "He was thorough. Professional. He said he'll be watching me."
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara's expression didn't change. "He usually is thorough. I had to deliver an important letter. Personal matter. Nothing you need concern yourself with."
    

    
      
    

    
      Liar,
       some part of him thought. But the potion made it hard to focus on suspicion when there was so much else to think about.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Today," Sylvara said, moving to the workbench, "we're making something special. A hybrid brew. Complex. Dangerous if done incorrectly. Are you ready?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes absolutely —"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then let's begin with the practical work. Questions afterward."
    

    
      
    

    
      They worked for the next hour. Sylvara directed him through creating a sophisticated poison. Nightshade base combined with other lethal components he'd never worked with before. The process required absolute precision, exact measurements, and perfect timing.
    

    
      
    

    
      His hands moved steadily despite the energy thrumming through him. The potion turned deep purple, almost black, smelling acrid. Wrong. Like death concentrated into liquid form.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This," Sylvara said, holding the vial to the light, "would kill one within hours if ingested. Painful death. The victim's organs would shut down one by one." She set the vial down and began adding rare ingredients with practiced ease. Powdered unicorn horn. Blessed silver leaf that glowed faintly. Phoenix ash that made the mixture shimmer. Moonwater, clear as glass.
    

    
      
    

    
      The poison transformed before his eyes. Color shifted from black to deep purple to pale lavender to completely clear. The acrid smell faded, replaced by something floral and pleasant.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Now taste it," Sylvara said, offering the vial.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz took it without hesitating. Not entirely sure if that was trust or something else.
    

    
      
    

    
      It tasted like slightly sweet water. Absolutely harmless.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The same base," Sylvara said quietly, watching him. "The same initial ingredients. But with the right additions, poison becomes water. Death becomes life." Her eyes lingered on his covered left arm. "Everything, Akilliz. Even corruption can be purified. If one knows the right ingredients."
    

    
      
    

    
      Something flickered in his chest. Hope, maybe, or the memory of hope.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Is that possible? Actually possible?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Everything is possible. The question is whether you're willing to pay the price for purification. Sometimes that price is higher than the corruption itself." She turned away, began cleaning her workspace. "Now. You came here with questions?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I wanted to ask a favor."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Oh?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "The key to the forbidden archives. Dragon's Breath. I want to attempt it for the Festival. I need the right research."
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara set down the vial she was holding. "Ambitious indeed. Very few your age would even attempt such a thing. It's fifth-year material. Possibly sixth."
    

    
      
    

    
      "So you think I can do it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I think you're capable of far more than you realize." The way she said it made something in his stomach twist. "Yes. The Festival is important. An opportunity to prove yourself." She paused. "I can lend it to you. But first, you must do something for me."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      
    

    
      She produced a small wooden box from a locked drawer. Sealed with red wax, about the size of a book. When she set it on the workbench it made a clink as if something fragile was inside.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Deliver this to Guard Captain Voryn. Today. Do not open it. Once you've completed this task, return here tomorrow morning. The key will be yours for the day."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz took the box. It was incredibly heavy for the size.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What's in it?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara's expression went sharp. "Not to be worried about. Just deliver it and you'll get the key. Do you understand?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes, Sylvara."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good. Now head to the barracks. Near the main gate, ask for the Guard Captain. He'll be expecting you."
    

    
      
    

    
      She turned back to her experiments, clearly dismissing him.
    

    
      
    

    
      The barracks loomed near Luminael's main gate. Guards trained in the courtyard outside. Akilliz walked straight to the entrance and asked the first guard he saw.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I need to see Guard Captain Voryn. I have a delivery."
    

    
      
    

    
      The guard looked him up and down. "Wait here."
    

    
      
    

    
      Five minutes later he was being escorted down long hallways lined with weapons and tactical maps. They stopped at a heavy wooden door.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Captain's inside. Knock."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz knocked. A voice from within, rough as gravel: "Enter."
    

    
      
    

    
      The office was spartan, the desk covered in reports and patrol schedules. Weapons rack in the corner. Behind the desk sat Voryn in full armor despite being indoors. His scarred jaw and iron-gray eyes fixed on Akilliz with immediate disdain.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What do you want, kyn'thara?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I have a delivery. From Sylvara."
    

    
      
    

    
      Voryn's eyes narrowed fractionally. He held out one hand. "Give it here."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz placed the box on the desk. Voryn examined the seal, nodded once.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You can go."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's it?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "What were you expecting? Gratitude?" Voryn's voice was ice. "You're a delivery boy. Now get out."
    

    
      
    

    
      Something in Akilliz bristled. "I was at Mistwood village. During the attack."
    

    
      
    

    
      Voryn looked up, actually paying attention now. "Were you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We warned the guards at the gate. Told them dark elves were coming. Told them to sound the alarm. They didn't. People died because those guards—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "That matter is being handled."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Handled? People died because—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I said it's being handled." Voryn's voice cut like a blade. "The guards in question have been disciplined. That's all you need to know."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Disciplined? They should be—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Voryn stood, leaning forward with both hands on his desk. "Should be what, exactly? You, are a mortal. A villager from a peasant family. Now do us both a courtesy and remove yourself from my office."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz's jaw tightened so hard it might've cracked teeth. He turned and walked out, fists clenched at his sides.
    

    
      
    

    
      He made it three steps down the hallway before Voryn's voice carried after him, quieter than before.
    

    
      
    

    
      "For what it's worth... you did a good thing. Warning them. Buying them time. Not many humans would risk their skin for an elf."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stopped. Turned. But Voryn's door had already closed.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stood there for a moment, confused, then continued walking. The anger fading into something more complicated.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Grand Library rose before him, magnificent and intimidating. He climbed the stairs, pushed through the heavy doors, and headed for the second floor. The energy was draining faster now — he could feel it leaving like water through cupped hands — but he pushed forward. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The elven librarian stood near the reference desk. She looked up when he approached, taking in his appearance with a slight frown.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Can I help you find something?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Books on harvesting fire-based plants. Combustible flora. Making dangerous plants safe to brew with."
    

    
      
    

    
      Her eyebrow rose. "That's quite specific. May I ask what this is for?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Festival offering. I'm attempting to bottle the Dragon's Breath plant."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ah." Her expression shifted to something between respect and concern. "Ambitious. Very well."
    

    
      
    

    
      She moved through the stacks with practiced efficiency, pulling four volumes. 
      Volatile Botanicals and Their Subdual
       — harvesting methods for plants that combust on contact, specialized tools, protective enchantments. 
      From Lethal to Potable
       — breaking down plant toxins through controlled heating cycles, though the process required equipment beyond most standard workshops. 
      Combustion Properties in Rare Herbs
       — theoretical, dense, explaining why certain plants generated heat. 
      The Gardener's Compendium of Dangerous Species
       — cultivation notes, natural habitats, transplanting methods.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stared at the stack. More than he'd found in days of searching on his own.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thank you," he managed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Of course. Though I should warn you — Dragon's Breath is notoriously difficult even for sixth-year students. Are you certain you want to attempt this?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I have to. For the Festival."
    

    
      
    

    
      She studied him with sharp librarian eyes. "You look exhausted. Perhaps you should rest before diving into advanced herbology?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm fine."
    

    
      
    

    
      She didn't look convinced, but nodded. "Good luck."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz sat down heavily and opened the first book. The theory was dense, fire-aspected plants drawing elemental heat through a form of magical photosynthesis, storing thermal energy the way normal plants stored sugars. Harvesting required either protective enchantments or specialized equipment that could withstand forge-fire temperatures.
    

    
      
    

    
      The second book had a section on thermal reduction, processing combustible plant matter through carefully controlled heating cycles until volatile compounds stabilized. But the process required precision temperature control beyond standard equipment. Techniques he'd need months to master.
    

    
      
    

    
      His head hurt. Not a little. A lot. Pulsing pain behind his eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      He pressed his palms flat against the table to stop the tremor. Didn't work. The trembling went deeper than skin.
    

    
      
    

    
      He opened his notebook and tried to make notes. The rune sketch. The modular brewing idea. Dragon's Breath with question marks and no answers. The words swam.
    

    
      
    

    
      Everything hurt now. The scratch of quills on parchment somewhere nearby sounded like screaming. Footsteps on stone floors thundered in his skull.
    

    
      
    

    
      The energy was completely gone. Worse than hollow. Left him aware of every ache, every pain, every bit of exhaustion he'd been ignoring. His stomach churned. Nausea rose like a wave.
    

    
      
    

    
      He rested his forehead on the stacked books. Just for a moment. Just to close his eyes against the too-bright light.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sleep took him mid-thought.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Akilliz?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The voice was distant. Soft. Familiar.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Akilliz?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Closer now. Someone's hand on his shoulder, gentle.
    

    
      
    

    
      He jerked awake, disoriented. The library swam into focus slowly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien stood beside him. She'd changed out of her healer robes. Hair loose. She looked like she'd dressed up for something. The afternoon light caught her silver eyes and he noted the fact the way he'd note the weather.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Gods, Akilliz. Are you okay?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He tried to sit up. His back screamed in protest. How long had he been slumped over the table?
    

    
      
    

    
      "You look awful." Her voice was gentle, careful. "When did you last sleep? Actually sleep?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He couldn't remember. Tried to. The timeline felt slippery.
    

    
      
    

    
      She sat down in the chair next to him, and he noticed she had something behind her back. Her hands fidgeted with it nervously.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I've been looking for you. You weren't at breakfast. Or lunch. I was worried."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm fine." The words came out rough. His throat felt raw.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're not." She reached toward his face like she wanted to touch it, then pulled back. "You have dark circles under your eyes. You're shaking. And you don't look like yourself."
    

    
      
    

    
      She brought her hands from behind her back. Lirien held out a small cloth-wrapped bundle, tied with string and wrapped carefully. She offered it like it was precious.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I brought you something. I know you've never tried Luminael chocolate before. So I got you some from the market. The kind with sea salt. It's really good, and I thought..." Her cheeks colored slightly. "I thought you might like it."
    

    
      
    

    
      He took it and felt its weight. In his mind, he knew he should feel grateful. He ahould feel touched and warm at her kind gesture. In reality, he felt nothing. Just hollow exhaustion and the weight of something he couldn't bring himself to care about.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thanks," he managed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her smile faltered. His tone had been wrong.
    

    
      
    

    
      She took a breath. Gathering courage. He could see it in the way she squared her shoulders, in the nervous flutter of her hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Would you want to go on a real date with me?" The words tumbled out fast, like she had to say them before she lost the nerve. "Like, an actual date. Not just studying together or eating lunch in the garden. Something nice. There's this place in the artisan district that does dinners with music and I thought — if you wanted — we could go? Please?"
    

    
      
    

    
      She looked up at him with those silver eyes. Hopeful, terrified and asking him to see her, really see her, to care.
    

    
      
    

    
      She was choosing him anyway. And he felt nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not excitement or happiness. Not even basic appreciation. Just exhausted numbness and the vague awareness that he was failing her in a way that would hurt.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sure," he heard himself say. "That sounds fine."
    

    
      
    

    
      Her face lit up for half a second. Then the light died as his tone registered. "
      Fine
      " like it was an obligation. Like she'd asked him to do a chore.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Really?" Her voice got smaller. "You... you want to?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sure. Whatever works."
    

    
      
    

    
      The words came out harsh. Defensive.
    

    
      
    

    
      The silence was heavy and painful.
    

    
      
    

    
      She was staring at him and he could see it. The confusion. The hurt. The slow understanding that something was very, very wrong.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Are you sure you're okay?" She spoke gently. "You're acting different."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm fine. Just tired." He gestured at the books. "And I need to find information on Dragon's Breath cultivation. Do you know where—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I can help you look!" Too eager. She was desperate to stay, to be useful, to fix whatever was breaking between them. "I know the library pretty well. What specifically do you need?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's okay actually, I've got it."
    

    
      
    

    
      She stepped back. He'd said it too sharp again. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "I just..." He couldn't explain. Couldn't find the words. "I work better alone. On this."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Oh." Her voice was so small it hurt. "Okay."
    

    
      
    

    
      She stood there. Waiting for him to say something. Anything. To smile. To reach for her hand. To tell her he was looking forward to their date. To show even basic human kindness.
    

    
      
    

    
      He said nothing. Just sat there with his pounding head and shaking hands and the chocolate in his lap that he couldn't taste and the knowledge that he was destroying something good and couldn't make himself care enough to stop.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll see you later then," she whispered.
    

    
      
    

    
      She turned to go. And he caught it, just for a second before she hid her face — the tears gathering in her eyes. She wouldn't let them fall in front of him. She was too proud, and too kind. She walked away quickly with her shoulders tight. Each step taking her further from him.
    

    
      
    

    
      He watched her go.
    

    
      
    

    
      Chocolate in his hands. Date arranged that he couldn't feel excited about. Girl crying because of him. And he felt nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      His left hand twitched once.
    

    
      
    

    
      He set the chocolate on the table next to the stack of books and stared at the incomprehensible text.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sleep took him again, faster this time. It dragged him down into a dreamless abyss that felt like mercy.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Young man. Excuse me. Young man."
    

    
      
    

    
      Someone shaking his shoulder. The same librarian from earlier stood beside him, patient but firm.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The library is closing for the evening. You need to gather your things."
    

    
      
    

    
      Evening. He looked toward the windows. Sunset. He'd slept for hours.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm sorry," he managed. "I didn't mean to—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's alright. But you need to go now. Are you feeling well? You look quite ill."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm fine."
    

    
      
    

    
      Liar.
    

    
      
    

    
      She helped him gather the books anyway, processed them quickly with a concerned frown. "Take care of yourself. Whatever you're working on isn't worth making yourself sick over."
    

    
      
    

    
      He gathered the books, his notebook, the chocolate Lirien had given him. Everything felt too heavy.
    

    
      
    

    
      The walk back felt like drowning, every sound was too loud, the evening light too bright. He made it to his room and dropped everything on his desk. Then collapsed onto his bed fully clothed.
    

    
      
    

    
      He thought about Lirien's tears. The date he'd agreed to that filled him with nothing but exhausted dread. Seren's broken arm. The chalk circle under his bed. Using Taimon four times yesterday and brewing a potion to avoid sleeping, and none of it bothering him. How he'd hurt people and felt nothing. How something precious was breaking and he couldn't bring himself to care.
    

    
      
    

    
      His left hand twitched.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sleep came, finally. Dark, dreamless and cold as the grave.
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           Morning came gray and cold, three days bleeding into each other without distinction.
    

    
      
    

    
           The dining hall was half-empty at this early hour. Most students were still in pre-breakfast classes because elves didn't sleep as much as humans. Akilliz scanned the tables and found Kael sitting alone near the window, picking at a plate of fruit. Lirien's seat beside him was empty.
    

    
      
    

    
      He approached slowly. Kael looked up, then his expression went cold.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Can I sit?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Free kingdom." Kael didn't look at him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz sat down anyway and let the awkward silence consume him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You know, she didn't even come to breakfast," Kael said quietly. "She's been crying. All night, from what I heard." His eyes stared cold daggers into Akilliz's chest.
    

    
      
    

    
      Something should've twisted inside his heart at that. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Kael, I was crashing," Akilliz said. "From a speed potion. That's why I was... like that. Yesterday."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael's head snapped up. "You were taking acceleration potions?" He lowered his voice as a passing student glanced their way. "Those things have demon essence in them. They're quite dangerous."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I made it myself. The recipe didn't require any demon essence."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael's voice dropped further. "I've seen the vials in Zolam's workshop. He uses them in his own enhancement spells. Three drops to a batch." He stared at Akilliz. "You can't make an acceleration potion without demon essence. It's the primary catalyst. Without it, you'd just have bitter herb water."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz's mind raced back. The recipe he'd copied from Sylvara's office. His hurried handwriting in candlelight. The word he couldn't quite read. Lemon essence, he'd thought. But what if it should have been demon essence? The vial of dark liquid in Sylvara's workshop. The one that looked like blood.
    

    
      
    

    
      He'd used lemon essence by accident then. Three drops. Yet the potion had worked anyway. The high, the crash, all of it was real. It was his mother's gift, it had to be. The lemon essence must have become what the potion needed because his gift had made it so.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How much does a potion need?" His voice came out strange and clinical.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Three drops. Maybe four for a strong dose. Why?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Three drops. He'd used exactly three.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I made it without demon essence. Must've gotten the transcription wrong." 
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael studied him, Akilliz questioned further,  "Where does demon essence even come from?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Demons, of course. Zolam has a source. He gives some to Sylvara in exchange for the potions. She gives him five potions at a time, which should last weeks. But he goes through them faster than he should." Kael frowned. "And she keeps asking him for more essence. Last request I saw was for three bottles. But one bottle of demon essence should make well over a dozen potions."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz's stomach turned. He forced himself to keep his expression neutral. "That's strange."
    

    
      
    

    
      He deflected. It wasn't the potions. Inside his head he was thinking about demon essence. The crash had been miserable, but the high, the clarity — if he could perfect it with his gift, elven techniques combined into something new...
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yeah." Kael studied him. "Look, don't get me distracted and think we're okay. You seem distant. Like you've lost your personality, your smile. If it's those potions, cut it out."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know. I won't take them again."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good." Kael pushed his plate away. "Now. Why are you here? Because if you want me to tell you where Lirien is so you can make things worse—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I need your help."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael's eyebrows rose. "With what?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz glanced around. The nearest students were three tables away, out of earshot. He leaned in anyway. "I'm getting the key from Sylvara today. For the archives."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Right. You mentioned that before."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I need to get my mother's journal. The one we found pages from. And I also need the Dragon's Breath book."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael went very flat. "And you want the satchel to smuggle it all out."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes. Thalindra asked me to bring her the key — to study it. It's forged, Kael. Sylvara's key. It's a forgery."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael's face went pale. "Oh gods. And you really want to help Thalindra with this mission?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Now he had him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Precisely. So if you help me, you're helping her too. Why would Sylvara need a forged key to the archives? It opens a powerful lock like it's nothing."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aurelia be praised. Akilliz, this is insane. Think, what if Sylvara finds out you reported her?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know. That's why she can't. That's why i need your help with Zolam."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Right." Kael was considering. "It's about the only way out, like the plan we had before." He paused. "Well, you're in luck. Today's another Rest Day. He'll be sleeping yet again while I look through the entire Grand Library for a book that's sleeping. Kill me now — I'm starting to crack."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz felt the corner of his mouth twitch. "Perfect timing then."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Just keep in mind, you'll be stealing from a sleeping archmage."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Hey now, it was your idea. We just borrow it. We'll return it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael crossed his arms. "I don't know... do you remember what happened the last time Zolam sneezed? During the Mistwood attack? He turned three dark elves to stone. They're probably still statues somewhere in the forest. If we wake him—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "We won't wake him. We'll be sneaky."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael stared at him for a long moment. "Well, what if I say no? After how you've been lately, this seems like something I don't want to be in the middle of."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz started sweating. Kael had to help him. He couldn't back out now. This was his only way to see the rest of his mother's journal. To find the truth.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then I guess I'm caught with a stolen book and expelled. Maybe imprisoned."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Please," Akilliz said quietly. "I know I don't deserve your help. I know I hurt Lirien. I know I'm asking too much. But I need this."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael's jaw worked. Finally, he sighed. "Break her heart again, and I'll make it my life's purpose to get you back. You understand?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I understand."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Do you know what she's risking?" Kael's voice was low and intense. "She wants to go on a date with you. In public. Do you even know what that really means for her? It means everything. She'll be shunned by her friends. Her family will be ashamed. Every elf in this city will know she chose a mortal. A human. And they'll judge her for it." He leaned closer. "She's pretty, Akilliz. She's smart. She's kind. Elven men would kill for a chance with her, and she hasn't given any of them even a passing smile since you two started talking. They all know. And when she goes on that date with you, they'll ALL know she chose you over them."
    

    
      
    

    
      The words should've made him feel honored. Humbled. Grateful beyond measure. He felt nothing but he knew the right response. He understood what a person who still had feelings would say.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll try to be worth it," he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael searched his face. Whatever he saw there made him frown. "You don't sound like yourself."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm tired. The potion crash—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Right." Kael didn't sound convinced. "Fine. I'll help. But we'll need Lirien."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Why?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Because Zolam's tower is in the alchemical wing. Multiple floors. Objects everywhere. If something goes wrong, we need her healing skills. And she needs to know we're doing this. She deserves to decide if she's in or out."
    

    
      
    

    
      "She won't want to help me."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Probably not. But I'll talk to her." Kael stood, grabbing his plate. "Meet us outside the tower. After seventh bell."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Alright."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And Akilliz?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yeah?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You better apologize to her. Actually apologize. Not whatever half-hearted thing you're planning."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz nodded.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael walked away, leaving him alone at the table. He should've felt anxious. Worried about the heist. Worried about Lirien hating him. Worried about Sylvara discovering the betrayal.
    

    
      
    

    
      All he could muster was the cold weight of his left arm and the knowledge that he was walking a knife's edge between too many secrets. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Back in the workshop, Sylvara's morning lesson was on neutralizing agents. She was teaching how to identify and counteract common poisons. He took notes diligently as she demonstrated with a vial of nightshade extract and powdered unicorn horn.
    

    
      
    

    
      He went through the motions. Mixing when told to mix. Observing when told to observe. His hands moved mechanically while his mind drifted. The food at breakfast had tasted like ash. He'd forced himself to eat anyway, maintaining appearances. He wondered if normal people had to try this hard just to exist.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Akilliz."
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked up. Sylvara stood beside his workstation, studying his mixture. How long had he been standing there, just staring at the vial in his hand?
    

    
      
    

    
      "Stay a moment before running off, will you?" she asked quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara moved to her desk, unlocked a drawer with a small silver key. "You delivered my package to Voryn yesterday?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes, Sylvara."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good." She produced a larger key from the drawer. Older. The one with a strange rune that felt hot in his pocket when he'd last held it. "Then this is yours for the day."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz took it carefully. The metal was warm against his palm. The markings seemed to shift when he wasn't looking directly at them.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Dragon's Breath certainly is ambitious," Sylvara said, watching him. "The archives have some vague texts on cultivation and brewing. Section on Rare Pyrosian Flora. Third shelf from the back, eastern wall on the third floor down."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thank you—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You understand this is fifth-year material? Possibly sixth?" She studied him with sharp green eyes. "The plant is dangerous to harvest. The brewing is dangerous to attempt."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I understand the risks."
    

    
      
    

    
      "But you believe you're capable."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      
    

    
      A smile played at her lips. "Good. I wouldn't have offered this opportunity if I thought otherwise."
    

    
      
    

    
      She stepped closer, and Akilliz caught the scent of herbs and something else. Sulfur, maybe.
    

    
      
    

    
      "And Akilliz. This key. You know what it represents."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Trust."
    

    
      
    

    
      "More than that. It represents risk. For both of us." Her expression was serious now. Grave. "Be discreet in the archives. Don't draw attention. And when you're finished—" She locked eyes with him. "Return it to me directly. Understood?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes, Sylvara."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good. Students aren't supposed to be in there, so don't do anything to rouse suspicion. Now go. You have until evening."
    

    
      
    

    
      He left with the key burning in his pocket like a stubborn coal.
    

    
      
    

    
      The walk to Zolam's tower felt longer than it should. Every corridor seemed to stretch. Every passing student seemed to be staring at him. He recognized it intellectually, he was paranoid. The key in his pocket wasn't visible. No one knew what he carried. No one knew what he planned.
    

    
      
    

    
      He ran through the list quietly, like reading facts about someone else.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz Ashendale, apprentice alchemist, accused of: betrayal, theft, conspiracy, lying to authorities.
    

    
      
    

    
      The strange thing was, he didn't feel guilty about any of it. It was as clinical as observing the weather.
    

    
      
    

    
      The tower rose before him, ancient stone wrapped in climbing vines. Kael waited outside, leaning against the wall alone.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Where's Lirien?" Akilliz asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Coming. I talked to her. She'll help." Kael's expression was serious. "But she's not happy about it. Any of it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Before he could respond, footsteps approached. He turned.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was Lirien.
    

    
      
    

    
      She wore a simple dress today instead of her healer's robes. Pale green that brought out her silver eyes. Her auburn hair was pulled back in a tight braid, like she was preparing for something difficult. She wouldn't look at him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Lirien," he started.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Let's just get this over with," she said, voice cool. "Kael explained what you need."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Before we do this. I need to say I'm sorry. For yesterday."
    

    
      
    

    
      She finally looked at him. Her eyes were red-rimmed. "Kael said you were…crashing from a potion."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I was. I drank an acceleration potion. Everything felt cold, like I was watching myself from outside."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Those are dangerous." Her healer instincts kicked in despite her anger. "Especially for mortals. They can damage your system and make you dependent."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know. I won't take them again."
    

    
      
    

    
      She studied his face, wanting to believe him. Wanting the explanation to be enough.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good," she said finally. Her voice was still guarded. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Do you even remember what you said to me?" Her voice was quiet and full of hurt.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I said 'Sure. That sounds fine.' When you asked me on a date." He made himself meet her eyes. "Like you'd asked me to do a chore instead of something that mattered."
    

    
      
    

    
      She looked away. "Yeah. That."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Kael told me what it means. What you're risking by being seen with me publicly. I didn't understand before but I do now."
    

    
      
    

    
      She was quiet for a long moment. When she spoke again, her voice was softer. "Do you even want to go? Because if you don't, just say it now. I can handle rejection. I can't handle being treated like I'm nothing."
    

    
      
    

    
      He knew what to say, and what a sane person who still had feelings would do.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I do want to, I really like you. I know you're taking a huge risk on me. I'll try to be worth it."
    

    
      
    

    
      She searched his face, looking for something. Sincerity, maybe. Some sign that the real him was still in there somewhere. He didn't know if she found it or if there was anything left to find.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You still seem different," she said finally. "Like you're far away or you're not really here."
    

    
      
    

    
      She was too perceptive. Always had been.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm just still recovering from the crash. It takes time."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Right." She didn't sound convinced. "We can try tomorrow night. Seven bells. The place in the artisan district we talked about. Don't be late."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I won't."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And don't crash from any potions before then, I want the real you." Her eyes were searching his. "The you that helped me through the Sanitarium. The one who saved my sister. Or whatever's left of him."
    

    
      
    

    
      The words landed differently than she'd intended. 
      Whatever's left of him.
       Like she already knew.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll be there," he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael cleared his throat. "Can we do this now? Before someone sees us loitering?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien nodded. She headed for the tower entrance without looking back.
    

    
      
    

    
      Zolam's tower stole his breath as soon as he stepped inside.
    

    
      
    

    
      Despite the ancient stonework outside, the inside was a giant hollow tree. Ancient beyond measure. The walls were bark, massive, thick, and spiraling upward for five stories. Spiral stairs wrapped around the inner surface leading to different floors and laboratories. The center was completely open as a vast vertical space that stretched all the way to a glass ceiling far above.
    

    
      
    

    
      And floating in the middle of it all, fifteen feet off the ground, was Zolam.
    

    
      
    

    
      The archmage drifted on his back, arms crossed over his chest like a corpse prepared for burial. His long white beard trailed below him, swaying gently in an unfelt breeze. His eyes were closed, his breathing deep and even.
    

    
      
    

    
      Around him, objects floated in a lazy orbit. Books. Scrolls. Vials filled with glowing liquid. Quills. A teacup. A small table. A chair. Even a potted plant, its leaves drifting as though underwater. Everything moved in gentle rotation. Silent except for Zolam's breathing.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This is what he does on Rest Day?" Akilliz whispered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Every time," Kael breathed beside him. "Like he's dancing with the stars. Dream magic, maybe. Or he's so powerful that rules just... don't apply to him anymore."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien stood on his other side, staring upward. "The satchel?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Right side. His robe pocket. See the strap?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz could barely make it out. A thin leather strap peeking from Zolam's pocket, fifteen feet above them.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How do we reach him?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's the problem." Kael pulled out his wand. "But I have an idea. Remember those spells from your mother's spellbook? The binding one?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "The rope spell. You said it was weak."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It was. When I first cast it, it made a thread thin as a hair. Completely useless." Kael's expression shifted to puffed up pride. "But I've been practicing. Every night since then."
    

    
      
    

    
      "How thick?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Actual rope now. Albeit, thin rope, but still rope. And I can control it. Extend it, retract it, guide it." He paused. "I think I can reel him in."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz pulled the fishhook from his pocket. The one Melinda had given him ages ago, back when the world had made more sense.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael's eyes widened. "That's... actually brilliant."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Can you do it?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Probably. Maybe." Kael looked nervous. Alive in a way Akilliz remembered being but couldn't quite access anymore. "Gods, I hope so."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What if he wakes?" Lirien asked quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Remember the sneeze incident? During Mistwood?" Kael's voice dropped even lower. "They're probably still statues somewhere in the forest."
    

    
      
    

    
      "So we definitely don't wake him," Akilliz said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Definitely not."
    

    
      
    

    
      They stood there, staring up at the floating Archon. Akilliz tried to feel the appropriate amount of fear. Instead he was focused on calculation. Risk assessment, the probability of success.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ready?" Kael asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No," Lirien said. "But let's do it anyway."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael raised his wand and took a deep breath, he spoke the incantation clearly. Ethereal light appeared from his wand tip. Not a gossamer thread this time but an actual rope. Thin, maybe a quill's width, but it was solid. He marveled at how it was glowing faint blue in the dim tower light.
    

    
      
    

    
      It extended from Kael's wand like a growing vine. Kael was good at this, better than Akilliz had realized. All his talk of practice was showing in the steady extension, and the  control.
    

    
      
    

    
      "When I started," Kael whispered, "this was thin as a few hairs. Completely useless. Now..." He smiled despite his nervousness. "Now it's actually something."
    

    
      
    

    
      The rope reached full extension of about twenty feet. Kael guided the end toward Akilliz.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Tie the hook."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz did. The rope accepted the knot, solidifying around the metal. The fishhook dangled from a strand of ethereal light, glowing faintly.
    

    
      
    

    
      They positioned themselves beneath Zolam. Akilliz held the hook. Kael controlled the rope's length and angle with small movements of his wand. Lirien watched for floating objects that might crash if disturbed.
    

    
      
    

    
      They were a real team working together.
    

    
      
    

    
      "First cast," Kael whispered.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz swung the hook gently upward. It sailed through the air, rope trailing behind it like a comet's tail. It was too short. The hook passed beneath Zolam's pocket by several feet.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Extending." The rope lengthened and Ailliz brought it back down slowly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Second cast had a better arc. The hook sailed toward the pocket but was too far left. They missed by inches.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz breathed slowly and studied Zolam's rotation. He timed it. He was good at this kind of thing. The third cast was heading straight for the satchel strap —
    

    
      
    

    
      Until a floating book drifted into its path.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien moved like water. She caught the book silently before it could tumble to the floor and set it down without a sound. Nodding to continue.
    

    
      
    

    
      Fourth cast. Akilliz waited and watched Zolam's slow rotation. He was trying for the perfect moment when the pocket faced them fully.
    

    
      
    

    
      Now.
    

    
      
    

    
      He released.
    

    
      
    

    
      The hook sailed true and caught the satchel strap with a soft click that seemed thunderous in their anxious silence. They all froze in unison, Zolam's breathing continued. Thankfully, undisturbed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Got it," Akilliz breathed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Pulling," Kael whispered.
    

    
      
    

    
      The ethereal rope began to retract. Inch by inch. Kael's hand trembled on his wand, sweat forming on his temple. The strain of maintaining the spell while using it to pull was visible on his face. His jaw clenched and his arms shook. This was a real effort with a cost. This mattered to Kael in a way Akilliz couldn't quite grasp.
    

    
      
    

    
      The satchel shifted in Zolam's pocket and his beard twitched.
    

    
      
    

    
      Complete stillness. No one breathed.
    

    
      
    

    
      The archmage muttered in his sleep. Words in a language Akilliz didn't recognize. The sounds scraped against his ears wrong, like they shouldn't exist in a human throat. Zolam settled down thankfully and his breathing deepened again.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael continued the pull. Sweat dripped down his face. "Almost... almost..."
    

    
      
    

    
      The satchel came free. Suspended on the rope and hook. Zolam's slow rotation brought him closer to the floating table. His hand drifted near the edge.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Careful," Lirien whispered. "If he touches it—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael adjusted the rope's angle with a precise twist of his wand. The satchel swung clear, guided around the obstacle ans descended toward them. It cleared the old man completely, Lirien caught it with both hands, cradling it like it might explode.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael released the spell. The ethereal rope vanished instantly, he immediately sagged against the wall breathing hard. "Never... doing that... again..."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That was incredible," Akilliz said quietly. And he meant it. Or at least, he thought he meant it. It was hard to tell. "The spell actually worked. Really worked."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Relentless practice," Kael panted. He wiped sweat from his forehead. "Still not as strong as real wizard spells. But it's mine, and it's one I can't forget."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We did it." Kael glanced at Lirien, who was examining the satchel. Then back to Akilliz. A question in his eyes. 
      Are you still in there? Do I matter to you?
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz looked away first.
    

    
      
    

    
      A sound from above. Not Zolam's breathing but something else. A soft rumbling like snoring. But it was not from the Archon.
    

    
      
    

    
      They all looked up. The sound was coming from one of the floating shelves. A leather-bound book with silver clasps lay on its spine, covers rising and falling rhythmically. Actual snoring emanated from it. Small puffs of air disturbed nearby dust with each exhale.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Is that book... sleeping?" Lirien asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael squinted upward. His expression shifted. "By the Nine. That's the one I've been looking for! The sleeping tome. I've been searching for months." He looked at Akilliz. "Could you...?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Before Akilliz could respond, the book let out a particularly loud snore and rolled over, nearly falling off the shelf. Lirien darted forward, positioning herself beneath it. The book teetered. Fell. She caught it with both hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      The snoring stopped abruptly. The book's covers snapped shut with an indignant thump. Then, slowly, it began to snore again.
    

    
      
    

    
      His mind noted: 
      Book has a defensive personality. Interesting
      . Except this was where laughter should have been.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Got it," Lirien whispered, bringing it down.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael took it reverently. "Thank you. This is — I've needed this for my thesis. Sleep magic, dream walking, paralysis..." He trailed off, looking at Akilliz meaningfully.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We should go," Kael said.
    

    
      
    

    
      They headed for the door quietly. Behind them, Zolam's breathing continued its deep rhythm and objects drifted in their eternal orbit. They made it outside just as the tower's wards hummed louder. They walked quickly away. Not quite running, but close.
    

    
      
    

    
      Once they were two corridors distant, Kael stopped and leaned against a wall. "That was too close."
    

    
      
    

    
      "But it worked," Akilliz said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This time." Kael clutched his sleeping tome like a treasure. "Don't make me do that again."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I won't."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz looked at the satchel in his hands. So small. So innocent-looking. But it would hide his mother's journal, the key to finding out what she'd been running from.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thank you," he said to both of them. "I know you didn't have to—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're right. We didn't." Kael's voice was sharp. "But we still wanted to help. We're your friends. Just don't make us regret it."
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned to Lirien. She was watching him with sparkling eyes and pointed ears. Searching. Hoping, and somewhat afraid.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thank you."
    

    
      
    

    
      She met his eyes finally. "Just... don't waste it. Whatever you're looking for in that journal. Don't waste it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I won't."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We'll wait for you in the library," she said. "Don't be late."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I won't be."
    

    
      
    

    
      She walked away without another word. Kael followed, leaving Akilliz alone in the corridor.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked down at the satchel. Pocketed it and felt its weight, nearly nothing. But somehow carrying everything. He headed for the forbidden archives.
    

    
      
    

    
      The archives entrance was easy to miss if you didn't know what you were looking for. Akilliz pulled out the silver key and studied the strange rune upon it. The lines were far too angular for elvish. It was older than anything in the texts he'd studied.
    

    
      
    

    
      He inserted it. It turned with a heavy click that echoed down the empty hallway. The door swung open on silent hinges.
    

    
      
    

    
      Beyond was darkness. Then, as he stepped forward, soft blue light bloomed from glowing moss in jars carefully placed in cubbies. They illuminated a vast chamber filled with towering shelves stretching up into shadow. The familiar smell hit him immediately. Old paper and knowledge preserved across centuries.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was alone. Just him and accumulated secrets. The door closed behind him with a soft thud.
    

    
      
    

    
      He found it quickly. The Dragon's Breath tome was exactly where Thalindra had said. Thick black binding and gold embossing on the spine. The nightmare hide cover had a texture like damp threads stretched over stone. 
      Nicodemo Maximo's Collection of Infernal Alchemical Medicinal Materials.
       He pulled it down carefully. It was remarkably heavy. The kind of book that took years to write and cost a fortune to produce.
    

    
      
    

    
      He flipped through it briefly. Illustrations of the plant with petals like flickering flames, stems that glowed red-hot. Cultivation requirements listed in precise detail. Harvesting techniques that looked dangerous even on paper. Brewing processes that came with warnings about explosion risks.
    

    
      
    

    
      These methods were beyond him. Way beyond what he should be attempting. But when had that ever stopped him?
    

    
      
    

    
      He set it aside on a nearby reading table and continued searching.
    

    
      
    

    
      His mother's journal was harder to find. The shelves were dense, packed with texts that seemed to stare back when he wasn't looking directly at them. Protection magic, probably. Making it harder to find specific texts unless you knew exactly what you were searching for.
    

    
      
    

    
      Finally. There it was.
    

    
      
    

    
      A slim volume bound in worn brown leather, hidden near a treatise on elvish healing traditions. His hands trembled as he pulled it free.
    

    
      
    

    
      He wanted to open it. His hands were already moving toward the cover. He stopped them. 
      Not here. Not like this.
       She deserved better than being read in secret while he was on borrowed time.
    

    
      
    

    
      He slipped the journal into Zolam's satchel. It disappeared into that impossible depth, swallowed by magic. When he closed the satchel, it looked and felt empty.
    

    
      
    

    
      One last look around the archives. All this knowledge. All these secrets. He headed for the door and locked it behind him with Sylvara's key, and stepped back into the hallway.
    

    
      
    

    
      The key felt heavier now. Weighted with implication. With what came next.
    

    
      
    

    
      Three corridors later, a guard stepped out from a side passage. Stern-faced elf in silver armor. Cereth, his nameplate read.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Halt. You there. Human."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz had cold awareness and the knowledge of what came next.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes?" He kept his voice respectful. Slightly nervous. What an innocent student would sound like.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You've been in the restricted archives?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes, sir. For Festival research. Dragon's Breath cultivation."
    

    
      
    

    
      "On whose authority?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "The High Judiciar herself. She provided access for educational purposes."
    

    
      
    

    
      Cereth's eyes narrowed. "I've been sent to verify. Set your bag down."
    

    
      
    

    
      He complied. The Dragon's Breath tome was clearly visible inside. Exactly what they'd expect to see. Cereth pulled it out, examined it carefully. His frown deepened. "This is well beyond a novice's material."
    

    
      
    

    
      "My master believes I'm capable."
    

    
      
    

    
      Cereth flipped through the pages. Checked the title against some mental list. Finally nodded grudgingly. "This is permitted. For Festival preparation." He set it back in the bag. "Turn out your pockets."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz did. His notebook. A few pencils. Sylvara's bronze key. The satchel. Cereth picked it up. "What's this?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "A friend lent it to me. For carrying supplies."
    

    
      
    

    
      Cereth opened it. Peered inside. Saw nothing but darkness. Felt around briefly, fingers searching for contraband. Found nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      He handed it back. "Seems empty."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I haven't filled it yet." The lie came smooth and immediate.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Arms out."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz raised his arms. Cereth patted him down professionally. Found nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're clear. But this key will be taken to the High Judiciar. Your advanced material research requires supervision." He held out his hand. "The key."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz placed it in his palm without hesitation.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I will return it in a while. Please wait in the library."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Of course. Thank you, sir."
    

    
      
    

    
      Cereth waved him on dismissively.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz gathered his things and walked away. Kept his pace steady. Not too fast. Not too slow. Just a student heading back from research.
    

    
      
    

    
      Only when he turned the corner and was out of sight did he let himself acknowledge how close that had been.
    

    
      
    

    
      He headed toward his destination — turned down a corridor — and stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara stood three paces ahead. She'd appeared from a side hallway, two apprentice alchemists trailing behind her discussing reagent ratios. His mind raced. She couldn't ask about the key directly. Not with witnesses. But she'd want it back. Would be suspicious if he didn't have it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Think. Adapt. Overcome. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Akilliz." Her smile was warm. "I was hoping to run into you."
    

    
      
    

    
      The apprentices were right there. Five paces behind her. Listening.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Master Sylvara." He inclined his head respectfully.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How did your research go? You didn't encounter any... obstacles?" The question was layered. 
      Did you use the key? Did anyone see you? Do you still have it?
    

    
      
    

    
      "No obstacles. Everything went smoothly."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Wonderful. And you have everything you need now? No further... resources required?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I have what I need for now. Thank you."
    

    
      
    

    
      Her smile tightened slightly. The apprentices passed them, heading toward the alchemy wing. Their voices faded down the corridor.
    

    
      
    

    
      Now alone. She stepped closer. "Akilliz, I need—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I can't talk right now." His voice cracked. Not intentionally. But he recognized the opportunity. Ran with it. Let his breathing quicken. Let his hands shake slightly. Just a fraction. Just enough.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What's wrong?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm sorry, I just—" The words tumbled out. Frantic. Desperate. Exactly what she'd expect from a lovesick boy in crisis. "Lirien is waiting for me in the library and I can't be late. I can't—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Slow down. What happened?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yesterday. She asked me on a date and I was crashing from that potion and I said terrible things. She was crying. All night, Kael said she was crying. And I need to apologize but what if she won't listen? What if I already ruined everything? What if I lost her because I was too numb to—"
    

    
      
    

    
      He cut himself off. Perfect. Let that word hang. Let her think it was just the potion. Not the corruption spreading through him like rot through wood.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Breathe, young light." Her hand on his shoulder. Gentle and concerned. Believing every word.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know you need the key back but can it wait? Just an hour? She's waiting and if I'm late she'll think I don't care again and I can't — I can't lose her. Please."
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara studied his face. He let her see the panic. The desperation. The fear of a boy who'd hurt someone he loved and didn't know how to fix it.
    

    
      
    

    
      She believed it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Go," she said softly. "Apologize to the girl. Bring me the key later tonight. After dinner."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thank you." Already moving, already turning away. "Thank you, I have to—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "And Akilliz?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He stopped. Looked back.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her expression was unreadable. "Be careful with matters of the heart. They make us do foolish things."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know."
    

    
      
    

    
      He left her standing in the corridor.
    

    
      
    

    
      Around the corner, out of sight, the performance dropped.
    

    
      
    

    
      His breathing steadied. His hands stopped shaking. His expression went neutral.
    

    
      
    

    
      She'd believed him completely. Had seen the distressed boy instead of the thing wearing his skin.
    

    
      
    

    
      His left hand twitched. He adjusted the satchel with his mother's journal hidden safely inside, and headed for the Grand Library.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 29: Clarity
    

    
      
    

    
       
    

    
           Akilliz pushed through the library doors, the satchel heavy in his pocket despite its magical emptiness. His mother's journal was in there with his answers, and hopefully the truth.
    

    
      
    

    
           He scanned the reading room. Afternoon light streamed through tall windows, illuminating students bent over books at long tables. The soft scratch of quills. The whisper of turned pages. And there, near the back corner, Kael sat at their table.
    

    
      
    

    
           Lirien was with him. She was crying.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not quiet tears. Real crying. Her face buried in Kael's shoulder, his arm around her, murmuring something Akilliz couldn't hear from this distance.
    

    
      
    

    
      Something cut through the numbness. Jealousy. He hadn't felt anything clearly in ages, but this broke through — raw and immediate. She was seeking comfort from Kael instead. The thought was selfish and he knew it intellectually. She was clearly in distress. He should feel concern. All he could feel was that sharp twist of anger.
    

    
      
    

    
      He approached slowly. Neither of them noticed him at first.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Lirien?" His voice came out flat.
    

    
      
    

    
      She looked up. Her eyes were red-rimmed, silver irises swimming with tears. She'd been crying for a while. Her face was blotchy, her nose running. Nothing like the composed healer he knew.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Akilliz." Kael's voice was cold and protective. His arm tightened around Lirien's shoulders.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What's wrong?" Akilliz sat across from them without being invited. Set his bag down. Tried to arrange his features into concern.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien pulled away from Kael, wiping at her face with her sleeve. "My aunt. She... she just died."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm so sorry." He knew it was inadequate before the words finished leaving his mouth.
    

    
      
    

    
      "They're saying it was murder." Her voice broke on the word. "Poison. Someone poisoned her."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's terrible," he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien's hands twisted in her lap. "I wasn't there. I was supposed to pick up at the Sanitarium this afternoon, but I was here, helping you." She looked at him, and something accusatory moved through her gaze. "If I'd been there, if I'd been doing my job instead of sneaking into Zolam's tower, maybe I could have helped her. Maybe I could have—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You couldn't have known," Kael said quietly. Still watching Akilliz. Still cold.
    

    
      
    

    
      "She's right though." Lirien stood abruptly and grabbed her bag. "I made a choice. I chose to help you steal from an Archon instead of being where I was supposed to be. Where I was needed."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Lirien—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I need to go. I can't be here right now." She was already moving, already leaving. "I'm sorry. I just—"
    

    
      
    

    
      And she was gone, rushing between the shelves toward the exit. A few students looked up at the commotion, then returned to their books.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz sat there, trying to process what had just happened, trying to feel the appropriate response. Guilt that she'd been helping him when her aunt died. Sympathy for her obvious pain. Concern for a friend breaking down. But all he could access was that lingering jealousy — that she'd sought comfort from Kael, that Kael had been the one holding her, that somewhere along the way he'd become the person they helped despite their better judgment rather than the person they turned to when things went wrong.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael was staring at him, green eyes sharp and assessing.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What?" Akilliz asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You didn't ask if she was alright."
    

    
      
    

    
      "She's clearly not alright."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You didn't offer to help."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What could I do?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael's jaw worked. "It's like you can't feel anything," he said quietly, matter-of-fact, like diagnosing an illness. "You just watched her fall apart and you looked inconvenienced."
    

    
      
    

    
      The observation struck deeper than it should have. Mostly because it was true.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm tired," Akilliz lied. "The potion crash—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Right. The potion." Kael didn't sound like he believed it, but he let it drop. "Did you get what you needed? From the archives?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz pulled the satchel from his pocket and set it on the table. "Yes. Thank you. For helping."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Don't thank me. Thank that crying girl who just ran away." Kael picked up the satchel, examined it. "Did you find it? Your mother's journal?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Can I see it?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Something defensive rose in Akilliz's chest — protective, immediate. "Why?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Because your mother was brilliant. Because if there are more spells in there like the binding one I've been practicing, I want to learn them." Kael leaned forward. "And because I want to know if there's anything that explains what's happening to you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Nothing's happening to me."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Akilliz." Kael's voice was patient, the way you'd talk to someone who needed gentleness rather than argument. "You just watched your friend break down over her dead aunt and you performed sympathy like you were reading ingredient lists. Something is clearly wrong with you."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz pulled his bag closer. The journal was his. His mother's words, her secrets, her voice preserved in ink. They were not for Kael or anyone else.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll read it first," he said. "See what's in there. If there are spells worth learning, I'll share them."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael studied him for a long moment, then shifted tactics. "When are you going to get a wand? You know the same three spells I do and that's the only thing holding you back."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I've been busy."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know." Kael's voice had an edge now, it that sounded like genuine worry. "Look, I can't stop you from doing whatever you're going to do. But please — be careful. With the journal, and whatever you're researching. More importantly, be careful with Lirien." He gripped the sleeping book tighter. "You're reckless, stubborn, and convinced you can handle things way beyond your experience level. But you're also my friend. And I don't want to watch you destroy yourself."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm not—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You are. I just hope you figure that out before it's too late."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael left without looking back, leaving Akilliz alone at the table surrounded by students who had no idea what he carried, or what he was becoming.
    

    
      
    

    
      He pulled out Nicodemo's tome and flipped it open. Illustrations of Dragon's Breath stared back at him — detailed anatomical drawings, petals like frozen flames, stems that glowed red-hot even in the sketches. He found the section on natural habitat and read for twenty minutes before footsteps approached.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dragon's Breath grew exclusively where volcanic heat met frigid mountain air — geothermal vents on Frosthelm's southern face, hot springs and lava flows at altitude. The harvesting warning took up half a page.
    

    
      
    

    
      Harvester mortality rate: 73%
    

    
      
    

    
      Recommended experience level: Master Alchemist with specialized training in pyrosian flora.
    

    
      
    

    
      He should have felt intimidated. Instead he felt fascinated, challenged in a way that cut through the numbness like a blade through fog. He had his mother's gift. Her knowledge. The journal with more secrets than anyone realized. He could harvest Dragon's Breath where others failed, he had to. 
    

    
      
    

    
      A guard in silver armor stopped beside his table. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Akilliz Ashendale?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're to come with me. The High Judiciar requests your presence immediately."
    

    
      
    

    
      Ah shit.
    

    
      
    

    
      The walk to Thalindra's chambers felt longer than it should. The guard didn't speak, or answer what this was about, he just marched through corridors with that steady military pace. They passed the administrative wing, climbed stairs to the upper levels, stopped before her ominous door. Two sharp knocks.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Enter."
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra's voice. But different than usual, no warmth or gentle authority. Just a cold command.
    

    
      
    

    
      The guard opened the door and gestured for Akilliz to enter, then didn't follow. The door closed behind him with a heavy thud.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra stood beside her desk, still in full armor, helmet on. The motes in the room had taken on a warmer hue and drifted toward the back as if waiting out a storm. The air felt tense. Like the moment before a dam breaks.
    

    
      
    

    
      "High Judiciar," Akilliz said. "You wanted to see me?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sit."
    

    
      
    

    
      He sat. She remained standing, looming, the helmet's empty gaze fixed on him. Silence stretched long enough to be deliberate.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Tell me about your recent lessons with Master Sylvara."
    

    
      
    

    
      "My lessons?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "What have you been studying. Specifically."
    

    
      
    

    
      His mind raced. "Neutralizing agents," he said carefully. "How to identify and counteract common poisons."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And did you practice? Create any for personal use?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "No. We only did demonstrations, neutralized shortly after. Sylvara mixed most of the samples herself."
    

    
      
    

    
      The helmet tilted slightly. "You're certain? You didn't take any vials to your room? Experiment on your own?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "No, High Judiciar. I wouldn't. Why are you asking about this?"
    

    
      
    

    
      She didn't answer. Instead she moved to her desk, opened a drawer, and pulled something out — a bottle, small, glass, vines etched along the sides.
    

    
      
    

    
      His bottle. One of his mother's vials.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra set it on the desk between them. There was dark residue at the bottom.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stared at it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Do you recognize this?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes." His throat had gone dry. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "And what was inside it?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Water, usually. Sometimes simple potions. Vael'tharis holds together longer in there."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Not poison?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The word hit like a physical blow. "What? No. I would never—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "This bottle was found at the scene of a murder. It contained traces of nightshade extract. Concentrated for lethal dosage."
    

    
      
    

    
      The room tilted. Murder. Poison. The connections landed in sequence, each one worse than the last. Lirien's aunt had died from poison. His bottle contained poison. Someone had used his bottle to kill Lirien's aunt, and Lirien had been with him all day instead of at the Sanitarium because he'd needed her for the heist.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I didn't make that." The words came out strangled. "I didn't. I wouldn't."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then explain how your bottle ended up containing the poison that killed an innocent woman."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't know. I left my bottles in the workshop sometimes. Anyone could have taken one. I didn't — High Judiciar, you have to believe me, I would never—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Speak for yourself." The command cut through his panic. "Tell me everything. Every detail. Leave nothing out."
    

    
      
    

    
      So he did, words tumbling over each other, frantic and disorganized but truthful. He told her about using the bottles for practice. About leaving them in Sylvara's workshop. About the lessons on poisons and antidotes. How Sylvara's demonstrations with nightshade extract had been, and how he had no idea his bottle had been taken. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She listened without interruption, that faceless helmet giving nothing away. When he finished, silence fell again, heavy and absolute.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then, slowly, Thalindra reached up and removed her helmet.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her face was as beautiful as always. Ageless. But her expression was tired and weary in a way he'd never seen before. She set the helmet on the desk beside the bottle and sighed deeply.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I see your core," she said quietly. "The mark on your soul shows me what lies within." Her eyes met his. "You do not lie, and a great burden has been lifted from me."
    

    
      
    

    
      Relief hit him like a wave.
    

    
      
    

    
      "However." Her voice hardened slightly. "Someone stole your bottle. They used it to murder an innocent woman. This speaks to carelessness, Akilliz. You must account for your possessions more carefully."
    

    
      
    

    
      She picked up the bottle and held it between them. "Dispose of this. Thoroughly. It's evidence, but I have what I need from it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes, High Judiciar."
    

    
      
    

    
      She set it down and turned to the window, looking out over the city. "There are disturbing patterns emerging. Timing that troubles me. Sylvara teaches you about poisons. Within days, someone dies of poison, using materials readily available in her workshop, using your bottle that you left unattended in her care."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You think Sylvara—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I think nothing yet." Her voice was measured and careful. "I observe. I note patterns. But I have no evidence sufficient for arrest. The key you brought me, yes, it is forged. Masterfully done, but forged. This only tells me she has accessed restricted archives without authorization, but it doesn't tell me why. Or what she's searching for."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What should I do?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Be watchful. Report anything suspicious directly to me." She turned back to face him. "And understand — if I act now, if I arrest her on the evidence I have, we may never discover her true purpose. Better to let her believe she's undetected. Let her plan unfold until we can see its shape clearly."
    

    
      
    

    
      She picked up the key and held it out to him. "Return this to her. Act as though nothing is amiss. Keep your eyes open."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz took the key, then hesitated. "High Judiciar. The mark on my arm. How long—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "It grows like a crack within the earth. Spreading and deepening." Her expression shifted to something almost sympathetic. "If the mark spreads to your face, if you begin to resemble a dark elf in appearance, you will be expelled for your own safety. The council will demand it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Expelled. After everything he'd endured. He would be thrown out because of a mark he hadn't chosen and couldn't control.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How long do I have?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Weeks, perhaps. Maybe less if the corruption accelerates." She placed a hand on his shoulder — warm, maternal, completely at odds with everything that had come before. "Make the most of your time here. Study what you can. Learn what you need. I will do my best to find a way to break the pact. To save you from this fate."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thank you," he managed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Now go. Return the key. Watch carefully. Report anything unusual."
    

    
      
    

    
      He stood and headed for the door.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Akilliz?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He stopped. Looked back.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Be careful. Whatever Sylvara is planning, it involves you. Whether she knows it or not, you're part of this web." Her eyes held a warning. "Don't get caught in it."
    

    
      
    

    
      He nodded and left, the door closing behind him with that same heavy finality. The corridor was empty. He looked down at the key in his hand, the key that proved Sylvara was planning something dangerous. In his other hand, his mother's bottle. Used to kill Lirien's aunt.
    

    
      
    

    
      He should feel something about that. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The thought arrived fully formed, sharp and certain in a way his own thoughts rarely were anymore, resentment at being watched, judged, threatened with expulsion for something that wasn't entirely his fault. Anger at their rules, their threats, their willingness to throw him out because some god had chosen him.
    

    
      
    

    
      They fear what they do not understand
      , Taimon whispered. 
      They will never accept what they cannot control.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz turned the thought over. Found it fitting, even reasonable. He didn't notice that it had arrived from somewhere other than himself.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      He found Sylvara in her workshop, hunched over her desk with a quill scratching frantically across parchment. Papers were scattered everywhere. Vials uncorked, equipment in disarray, nothing like her usual self. She looked up when he entered, her face pale and strained.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Akilliz. Did you... do you have the key?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes." He set it on her desk. "But I got pulled into Thalindra's office."
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara's expression flickered. "Did she find out about it?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "No." The lie landed smooth. "Nothing to worry about. But she seemed concerned about the lessons you've been teaching. About poisons."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Poisons?" Her eyes widened. "Why would she..." She stopped. Paled further. "Oh gods. You heard about the murder?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Lirien's aunt. Yes."
    

    
      
    

    
      "This is terrible timing." Sylvara stood abruptly and began pacing, her hands shaking. "They'll think..." She looked at him. "Did Thalindra ask about my lessons? About what you've been studying?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes. I told her we were learning about neutralizing agents. That you did demonstrations."
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara's shoulders sagged slightly. "Good. That's good." But she didn't look relieved. She looked terrified.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Master, are you alright?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "What? Yes. Fine. I'm fine, young light." She wasn't fine. She looked like she might collapse. "Thank you for returning the key. I need to check something. You should go. Rest. I'll see you at the next lesson."
    

    
      
    

    
      She was already gathering papers, stuffing them into drawers with none of her usual care. She ushered him toward the stairs, practically pushed him out of the workshop, but then she left it open. Her private door, the one that was always locked, now standing open behind her as she rushed off.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stood in the corridor. Stared at that open door.
    

    
      
    

    
      Watch carefully. Report anything unusual.
    

    
      
    

    
      He glanced down the corridor. Empty. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He stepped back inside.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara's private workshop was chaos too, papers everywhere, bottles uncorked, equipment scattered. He moved quickly, scanning shelves for anything unusual.
    

    
      
    

    
      There. On the high shelf behind a row of common reagents. The bottles of demon essence, not one or two but a handful at least, maybe more. Dark liquid that looked like blood, each bottle carefully labeled in Sylvara's precise handwriting. Far more than anyone would need for making Zolam's acceleration potions. This was a stockpile.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz reached up and took one small vial from the back. Pocketed it. She had so many she wouldn't notice one missing. Thalindra wanted him to watc and report. Taking a sample was just an investigation. Evidence gathering.
    

    
      
    

    
      It had nothing to do with the thoughts already forming or the recipe he remembered.
    

    
      Just investigation, he told himself.
    

    
      
    

    
      Of course
      , Taimon whispered. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He left before Sylvara returned and slipped out into the stairway leading to his room. The vial of demon essence felt warm against his chest. Alive, almost.
    

    
      
    

    
      And in the back of his mind, so quiet he could almost pretend it was his own thought, Taimon was smiling.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 30: Valley of Ash
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
           Akilliz sat at his desk with demon essence singing through his veins and the world felt impossibly clear.
    

    
      
    

    
           His thoughts moved faster than he could follow, Lirien hadn't told him which restaurant in the artisan district, he should have asked, that was probably a test, and Sylvara teaching him poisons right before Lirien's aunt died from poison, that couldn't be coincidence, and the package he'd delivered to Voryn, what had been inside it, and the missing pages from his mother's journal still to come, and Dragon's Breath in six days, and—
    

    
      
    

    
           Sleep was a distant memory. An obsolete biological function he'd transcended through alchemy and will. The essence had burned away his fear. Burned away everything except hunger and the insatiable thirst for knowledge.
    

    
      
    

    
           What mattered was the journal.
    

    
      
    

    
      His mother's journal lay before him, small and worn. Brown leather cracked with age. Her handwriting visible through the open pages. He'd been afraid to read it. Afraid of what truths she'd discovered that had made her flee Luminael and hide in a border village until death found her anyway.
    

    
      
    

    
      He opened to the first page and began reading aloud. Not because he needed to hear the words, his racing mind devoured them faster than speech, but because speaking made it real. It made her voice live again in this small room.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Dearest child,"
       he read, his voice steady. 
      "If I am fortunate enough to see this pregnancy through till birth, my hope is that someday you might find this writing. Even the smallest chance is worth taking. If you, reader, are not my child, the words written within these pages are true. They chronicle the history behind our great name."
    

    
      
    

    
      His throat tightened. For a moment he felt something sharp, not quite grief, but the memory of what grief felt like. The shape of it. Then it passed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I will leave you this. My knowledge, warnings, and mistakes. I hope you do not repeat them. Please, my light. Learn from what I couldn't fix."
    

    
      
    

    
      The pages turned. One after another. His mother's life unfolding in careful script. As he read, something strange happened, the words didn't just pass through his mind. They settled. Sank deep like stones into still water. Each sentence became a part of him, locked into memory with perfect clarity.
    

    
      
    

    
      He paused and looked back at the previous page without turning to it. He could recall every word, every detail. As if he'd written it himself.
    

    
      
    

    
      The journal was magic. Not flashy magic, not dramatic. It was permanent. Once read, the knowledge would never fade. His mother had made sure of that, it was just like a Magic Spellbook. This wasn't just information, it was her legacy. Everything she couldn't tell him in person, preserved so perfectly he'd carry it forever.
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned the page and kept reading.
    

    
      
    

    
      Entry One: The Investigation Begins
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Thalindra came to me today. Formally. With two council members as witnesses. She said the council has questions about my work. About how my potions function with insufficient components and my unorthodox methods. She was kind and respectful. But I saw the steel beneath. This wasn't a request. I'm to provide blood samples. Document my processes. Explain my techniques. For the good of Luminael, she said. To advance alchemical understanding. I agreed. What choice did I have? But I saw how she looked at my workshop. How her eyes lingered on my bottles. My tools and notes. She wants to understand. To replicate? I won't let her know everything."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz set the journal down carefully. Thalindra had questioned his mother the same way she questioned him. The visits and careful assessments. Glowing eyes that saw too much.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      She hunted your mother like prey
      ," Taimon whispered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "She was probably following orders," Akilliz said aloud. His voice sounded defensive even to himself. "The council wanted to know."
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      When the council wants something, Thalindra takes it. No matter the cost."
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned back to the desk. The journal waited, patient and terrible. He kept reading.
    

    
      
    

    
      Entry Two: Blood Testing
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Three weeks of tests. Thalindra herself conducts them. She asked about my family. Where I'm from. Who my parents were. I told her they died when I was young. That I was raised by an apothecary in a border village. All true. I didn't tell her about my father's teachings, or the songs, or the soul. She suspects I'm hiding something. I can tell. But she's patient. She'll wait."
    

    
      
    

    
      Songs.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz's hands stilled on the page. He could hear her now, humming while she tended the herbs and brewed. She always sung when she walked beside him through the market. He'd thought they were for comfort. She'd made him learn every word, every note, and he'd never understood why until now.
    

    
      
    

    
      He kept reading.
    

    
      
    

    
      Entry Three: Ashendale
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      I couldn't sleep last night, I was thinking about her questions and my family. I went to the public archives this morning, started researching my surname Ashendale. Common enough, or so I thought. The archivist went very quiet when I asked for records. He checked with someone and came back looking uncomfortable. He gave me three documents and said that's all that exists. Three documents for a name that should have hundreds of records if it were truly common. References to refugees from Ashendale and survivors of some forest fire. It was rumored they were the last of the First Men. But no explanation of what Ashendale was. Or why it burned. The archivist watched me the whole time. When I asked for more, he said those texts are restricted. Above his clearance. I left. But I'll be back."
    

    
      
    

    
      Ashendale. His family name.  He'd never questioned it or wondered why there were so few others who shared it. Never once did he consider what it meant beyond being his mother's surname and his grandfather's before her.
    

    
      
    

    
      Refugees. Survivors. The last of the First Men. What had they survived?
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned the page faster now. Hungry. The journal's magic pulling each word into perfect memory even as his eyes raced ahead.
    

    
      
    

    
      Entry Four: Forbidden Archives
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      I returned to the archives after midnight. Picked the lock on the restricted section. Thank you, Father, for teaching me more than just brewing. Please, my sweet. If you read this, never break into that place. The punishment for such a crime is more terrible than you could imagine.
    

    
      
    

    
      Yet I risked it. I discovered buried documents that are beyond old. Ancient. Second Age. Before Luminael was truly founded. I found it. The truth about Ashendale.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was a dale. A valley settlement. Where the First Men lived before they became elves. Before Aurelia elevated them. The documents describe the war and the creatures from Frosthelm. The desperate prayers, Aurelia's intervention, and the transformation of the warriors into elves.
    

    
      
    

    
      And then, the Purification.
    

    
      
    

    
      That's what they called it. The Purification. All those who did not fight in the Final Battle were deemed unworthy. Those who remained in the dale were judged as collaborators with darkness. The settlement was cleansed by holy fire. Cleansed. They burned the dale. 
    

    
      Everyone in it. Anyone of any age who hadn't fought. My ancestors escaped that burning. Took the name Ashendale to remember. We are the people from the Dale of Ash. We are the survivors of the Purification. We are the First Men they tried to erase."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stood so fast his chair clattered backward.
    

    
      
    

    
      The room spun. Or maybe he was spinning. The demon essence couldn't burn away this — this sick, twisting horror in his gut. They'd burned his ancestors. People who'd never fought. Never had the chance to be deemed worthy or unworthy. Just burned. The cooks, healers, families waiting for warriors to come home. Anyone who hadn't picked up a sword in the Final Battle.
    

    
      
    

    
      And the elves who'd murdered an entire settlement and called it purification were hailed as heroes. Saints. The founders of Luminael. The story told to every child in the Mistwood village, how they became something greater.
    

    
      
    

    
      He laughed. Couldn't help it. The sound came out wrong. Kael thought he was broken? He was the monster? No. The monsters built cities. Wrote histories. Called themselves enlightened while their foundations were made of ash and bone.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Now you see,"
       Taimon said softly.
       "Now you understand what they are."
    

    
      
    

    
      "They were at war," Akilliz said. But even as he said it, he heard how hollow it sounded. They burned families, cooks who fed their armies, healers who mended their wounded. Families who waited for warriors to return home. They called it purification. They called it holy. They called it Aurelia's will. And then they built their beautiful city on the ashes and pretended it never happened.
    

    
      
    

    
      He walked back to the desk. Picked up the fallen chair. Sat down with deliberate control and read on.
    

    
      
    

    
      Entry Five: The Second Age
    

    
      
    

    
      "The Second Age was an age of men and monsters. No dwarves or elves or great civilizations with their libraries, councils and eternal lights. Just humans, scattered in small settlements, trying to survive.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then came the creatures from Frosthelm Mountain. The documents call them different things; Baal spawn, nightmares, demons, Taimon's children.  All describe the same things. Monsters that came down from the mountain in the deep winter. That hunted humans for sport or food or reasons we never understood.
    

    
      
    

    
      The First Men prayed to Aurelia and built shrines. They made offerings and begged for protection. Eventually, she answered. She gave them magic, the ability to drive back darkness, to protect their settlements. They began to fight. But it wasn't enough.
    

    
      
    

    
      The war lasted three generations. Entire families were slaughtered. Yet the First Men didn't break. They kept fighting. Kept praying. In the end, she rewarded them.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Final Battle was at the foot of Frosthelm itself. Hundreds died. Thousands. But they won. And Aurelia rewarded the ones who fought in that final battle by transforming them. Elevating them into something new from her own image, they became elves. Seemingly immortal and beyond human beauty. They were everything humans were not.
    

    
      
    

    
      The first elves were not a separate race, nor a different species. They were simply humans who'd been changed. Rewarded and chosen for their service. But everyone else stayed human."
    

    
      
    

    
      The history clicked into place. Perfect and terrible. Every elvish superiority, every condescending glance, every casual dismissal of human worth was all built on this. Elves weren't some ancient race of gods walking among men. They were just blessed humans. Transformed as reward for service. Which meant every elf walking Luminael's streets was descended from a human who'd been deemed worthy. And the other humans, the ones left behind, were just unworthy. Sorted by a goddess. Separated by transformation. Then they wer
      r
       hunted and burned.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Entry Six: Aldric
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      I found my great-great-grandfather's workshop. Hidden in the forest north of the city. Father had told me about it, but I never looked. Never needed to until now.
    

    
      
    

    
      His name was Aldric Ashendale. Called Aldric the Brewer in old texts. He was living in the dale before the burning. He escaped with his wife and infant son when the first elves began their purge. His workshop is still there, preserved by something, magic perhaps, or Aurelia's will. I found his journal, written in Old Common though it took me weeks to translate.
    

    
      
    

    
      He wrote about the gift. Said Aurelia gave it to him directly. During the war, he was the camp's brewer. He made the first medicines, antidotes, stamina potions for the warriors when supplies ran low. He prayed and sang hymns. He asked Aurelia for help when he had nothing left to work with.
    

    
      
    

    
      She answered.
    

    
      
    

    
      The goddess told me, he wrote, that faith can replace what resources cannot provide. That devotion is itself an ingredient and that the soul can supply what the world lacks.
    

    
      
    

    
      In time, he learned to bottle things that shouldn't be. Fire. Light. Memories. Eventually, even souls. Not full souls, just pieces. The part that holds knowledge and skill and he even bottled the goddess's blessings. 
    

    
      Before he passed, he bottled part of his soul, the part Aurelia had blessed, and gave it to his son. That's how the gift passes. Not through blood. Through one's very core. Part of Aldric lives in me, and part of me will live in my child."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz read the passage three times. Then stood again. Paced to the window. Back to the desk. To the window again.
    

    
      
    

    
      Soul bottling. Literal soul transfer. A piece of Aldric Ashendale — the part that held Aurelia's blessing — lived inside him. Mixed with his mother's soul. Mixed with his own.
    

    
      
    

    
      He wasn't just descended from the First Men. He 
      was
       the First Men. Carrying their souls forward. Generation after generation. Keeping them alive in the only way that mattered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You have a divine gift,
      " Taimon whispered, and for once there was something like wonder in his voice. 
      "Do you understand what that means?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He understood. He had the gift not through transformation, not through glory, or through Aurelia deciding he was worthy. He had it because Aldric had been chosen directly. Given something that surpassed what the warriors received. A gift the elves had tried to erase along with everything else.
    

    
      
    

    
      But they'd failed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Because here he was.
    

    
      
    

    
      Entry Seven: Technique
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      I've been trying to understand how Aldric did it. How he bottled pieces of soul. His journal describes the process in fragments. Metaphors. He was afraid to write it clearly.
    

    
      
    

    
      The technique starts small. Practice with simpler things before attempting soul work. I started with fire. Bottling fire is straightforward. You need the right vessel, glass treated with volcanic ash. You need the right words, hymns to Aurelia sung in the old tongue. And you need faith. Absolute conviction that the impossible is possible.
    

    
      
    

    
      I've succeeded three times now. The fire stays contained. Burns without fuel. Responds to prayer.
    

    
      
    

    
      I tried light itself. This was much harder, more ephemeral. You can't just trap sunlight in glass. But blessed light called through prayer can be infused and sustained. I have two vials of it now. They glow in the dark and they're warm to the touch. It is Aurelia's presence made physical.
    

    
      
    

    
      I've discovered the songs are the key. The same hymns Father taught me. Each verse corresponds to a step in the process. The melody itself acts as a framework—"
    

    
      
    

    
      The entry ended. Mid-sentence. Akilliz turned the page.
    

    
      
    

    
      Blank. Not blank. Torn. Jagged edges where pages had been ripped out. He could see the ghost of ink on the remaining fragments. Words he could almost read. Almost understand.
    

    
      
    

    
      The melody itself acts as a framework—
    

    
      
    

    
      Nothing. The sentence cut off mid-instruction. He flipped forward. One page. Two. Three. Four. Five. All missing. Ripped out cleanly, leaving only ragged edges in the binding. His mother's research on soul bottling. The technique that passed the gift forward. The method by which she would have given him his inheritance.
    

    
      
    

    
      Gone.
    

    
      
    

    
      His mother wouldn't have torn out her own research. Not like this. Not mid-sentence, when she was documenting everything for him. Someone had found the journal before him. Read it and decided that knowledge was too dangerous to leave intact.
    

    
      
    

    
      Someone, somewhere, now had a perfect memory of how to bottle souls. The journal's magic would have ensured it. Whoever read those pages would remember them forever. And they'd removed them so no one else could learn. But they still didn't have his gift.
    

    
      
    

    
      He forced himself to keep reading. To see what remained.
    

    
      
    

    
      Entry Nine: The Horror of Understanding
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      I finally understand why Thalindra is so interested. She knows. Maybe not everything. But enough. She knows I'm descended from the First Men. She knows my gift comes from Aurelia directly. I'm proof. Proof that the Purification was wrong. That Aurelia blessed humans who didn't fight. That the unworthy were actually chosen. No wonder the records are restricted. No wonder my family name barely exists in the archives. They've been erasing us."
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      They will never let you live freely
      ," Taimon said plainly. "
      You are proof that the Purification was wrong."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz had no answer. He wasn't just inconvenient to the elves. He was dangerous. If the truth came out, if people learned what his gift really was and where it came from, the social order of Luminael would shatter. Elves weren't fundamentally different from humans, they were humans, transformed by a goddess who'd then stood by while her chosen ones burned the rest.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thalindra will choose Aurelia over you
      ," Taimon continued. 
      "She always will. Which means she'll choose your death if it comes to that."
    

    
      
    

    
      The realization sank into his chest like iron. Not because Taimon said it, but because it was probably true.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Entry Ten: The High Judiciar's Question
    

    
      
    

    
      "She asked me directly today. How is your gift passed down? Is it hereditary? I told her I don't know, that it just appears, but she didn't believe me.
    

    
      
    

    
      'Elowen,' she said, 'I have studied the core itself for centuries. I can see when someone is hiding truths from me. I don't wish to force you to reveal your secrets. The council seeks to understand. For the safety of Luminael. For one's own safety as well.'
    

    
      
    

    
      That last part felt like a threat. I'm with child now, about three months along. She doesn't yet know, but she will soon. I know then she'll want to know if the gift will pass to my child. I need to finish this journal. Hide it. Before she asks questions I can't deflect."
    

    
      
    

    
      Three months pregnant. That had been him. Growing inside her while Thalindra circled closer. While the council's interest intensified. While his mother realized she was carrying proof of their greatest lie. No wonder she'd fled, and why she'd hidden in their humble village and taught him alchemy without the full truth. She'd been protecting him before he was even born.
    

    
      
    

    
      Entry Eleven: The Festival and The Pacts
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      I've been investigating the Festival of Light. Trying to understand what happens to the offerings. Aldric's daughter Elara opposed the Festival in her writings. She said it started as simple gratitude, voluntary and symbolic. But it evolved over centuries.
    

    
       The offerings became expected, then required. The goddess began aging those who produced suboptimal offerings. What occurs when she ages an elf? Where does that life go?
    

    
      
    

    
      Furthermore, the blessings she once bestowed freely transitioned into formal pacts. I see many wizards and sorcerers with great power, power that bites back. I wish to study what happens when one loses part of their body in exchange for such power. In my research I have discovered that breaking a—"
    

    
      
    

    
      The page ended.
    

    
      
    

    
      He searched forward desperately. All missing. Ripped out so cleanly it must have been done with a blade. The same hand that had taken the soul bottling pages. His mother's investigation into what the Festival really did, into what happened to the sacrifices, into the nature of the pacts themselves. Gone.
    

    
      
    

    
      Breaking what? A pact?
    

    
      
    

    
      But the journal was silent. The pages missing. The truth stolen twice.
    

    
      
    

    
      He forced himself to read what remained.
    

    
      
    

    
      Entry Twelve: Elowen's Final Warning
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      I can't write the even darker truths of what I learned. It's too dangerous. If Thalindra found this journal — if the council found it — they would kill me already, and kill my child.
    

    
      
    

    
      Some truths cannot be written. But I'll tell you this, my light. If you're reading this, and if I'm gone, your gift is a blessing from Aurelia herself. You carry the soul of Aldric Ashendale, who carried the souls of those before him. You are god-touched. But that makes you dangerous to the elves. You are proof of their greatest lie.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra will want to study you. To understand how the gift works. She means well — she believes she serves Aurelia. But her loyalty makes her dangerous. If she thinks Aurelia wants something from you, she will take it. Without hesitation or mercy.
    

    
      
    

    
      The council will want to control you or eliminate you. Trust no one in positions of power. Hide your gift when you can. Use it carefully. Never let them see the full extent of what you can do.
    

    
      
    

    
      And most importantly, don't let them force you to bottle your soul. That's how the gift passes. Whatever you do, survive. You are the last of us. You are proof that we existed. Don't let them erase you.
    

    
      
    

    
      I love you, my little light.
    

    
      
    

    
      Your mother, Elowen Ashendale."
    

    
      
    

    
      The words burned themselves into his memory. Every sentence was unforgettable.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz's hand trembled on the page.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I love you too," he whispered to the empty room. To the journal that couldn't hear him. She'd been right about everything. He'd never gotten to tell her he understood or to thank her for running. He wanted to thank her for tearing herself away from the gift she could have mastered in Luminael just to keep him safe. She'd sacrificed everything. And he'd walked right back into the danger she'd died avoiding.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm sorry," he said. And meant it. Maybe the only genuine emotion he'd felt in over a week that wasn't anger, hunger or cold determination. Just grief. Pure and human.
    

    
      
    

    
      He continued on. The journal didn't end there.
    

    
      
    

    
      A different section. His mother's handwriting still, but organized differently. Lists. Formulas. Precise measurements.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Recipes.
    

    
      
    

    
      Potions he'd never heard of. Techniques that surpassed anything taught at Luminael's academy.
    

    
      
    

    
      Essence of Clarity — for focus without madness.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tears of Renewal — healing draught that works on old wounds.
    

    
      
    

    
      Bottled Courage — temporary suppression of fear.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dozens of them. Maybe more. He could come back to this. Could study the recipes later, master her techniques when he had time to brew them properly. Right now, he needed to think. To process and decide what to do with everything he'd learned.
    

    
      
    

    
      He closed the journal carefully. Set it beside him on the desk. Stared at it and walked to the window.
    

    
      
    

    
      Below, Luminael stretched in the pre-dawn dark. Beautiful and cold. Crystal spires catching the first suggestion of morning light. Gardens and fountains and the eternal soft glow of a city that had stood for a thousand years. A city built on the ashes of the people he carried. His ancestors had watched this valley burn. Had taken the name of that burning as their own so they'd never forget. And the descendants of those who'd lit the fire had looked at him since the day he arrived as though he were the lesser thing.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stood there for a long time.
    

    
      
    

    
      Your mother was right to warn you
      , Taimon said quietly. 
      But she was wrong to run. You don't need to hide. You need to become what they cannot destroy.
    

    
      
    

    
      He couldn't unknow what he'd learned. Couldn't unread the journal. She was right about everything — if anyone found this, if they understood what he was, they would purify him the same way they'd purified the dale. Call it safety or Aurelia's will. Build something beautiful on top of it.
    

    
      
    

    
      He walked back to the small mirror on his wall and examined his reflection in the growing dawn light. The mark had spread, a thin line of gray creeping toward his chest, barely visible unless you were looking for it.
    

    
      
    

    
      His mother would have been horrified. She would have begged him to run, to find a way to break the pact before it consumed him. But his mother was dead. She'd run and hidden and protected him and died anyway. Running hadn't saved her.
    

    
      
    

    
      He'd be damned if he let them erase him without a fight.
    

    
      
    

    
      He had a date with Lirien today after seven bells. He'd go. He'd perform being human for an evening, smile at the right moments, say the right things, be the boy she thought she knew. And then he'd continue his work.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dragon's Breath to harvest. A Festival offering to create. Six days to become powerful enough that they couldn't afford to lose him. Six days to prove the First Men hadn't been erased.
    

    
      
    

    
      They'd just been waiting.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 31: Deception
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
                     Akilliz sat hunched over his desk as dawn light crept through his window, painting the cluttered workspace in shades of gold and shadow. Empty vials stood like sentinels among scattered herbs and measuring tools. The Dragon's Breath tome lay closed beside him, its secrets now etched into his memory after hours of feverish study.
    

    
      
    

    
           His hands moved with practiced precision as he compressed another sphere. The technique had seemed simple enough when he'd glimpsed it in Sylvara's notes — take the active ingredients, bind them with a stabilizing agent, compress through force and will until they formed a dense marble of potential energy. Drop the sphere into base liquid when needed. Instant activation.
    

    
      
    

    
           Simple in theory. Considerably harder in practice.
    

    
      
    

    
           The sphere in his palm crumbled to powder. The eighth failure. He'd wasted nearly a quarter of the stolen demon essence on botched attempts. His jaw clenched as he swept the ruined powder into a discard pile and began again.
    

    
      
    

    
      He measured demon essence with trembling care. Three drops, no more. The liquid caught the lamplight, dark as old blood and twice as ominous. He added the binding agent and began compression. Pressing down with the pestle, channeling force through his arms into the mixture. It resisted, then slowly yielded.
    

    
      
    

    
      The sphere took shape. Small, dense, smooth. He lifted it carefully. The surface gleamed with an oily sheen. No cracks. No instability.
    

    
      
    

    
      It held.
    

    
      
    

    
      He set it gently into a small leather pouch with the others. Fifteen spheres total. Portable power. Concealable evidence. Each one representing a dose of acceleration potion ready to activate the moment it touched base liquid.
    

    
      
    

    
      The empty demon essence vial mocked him from the corner of his desk. All of it gone. Transformed into these tiny spheres that would hide the evidence of his theft while giving him exactly what he needed. If Sylvara noticed the missing essence, she couldn't prove anything.
    

    
      
    

    
      His gaze fell on the bottled fire. The dwarven rune at the bottom worn smooth with age, its meaning still beyond him. He held out for now. He wasn't giving Taimon another inch unless it was truly worthwhile.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stood, legs protesting after hours of sitting. The potion provided flawless mental clarity and boundless energy, but it came at a cost. No hunger. No real fatigue. Just this humming alertness that made sleep impossible and food tasteless.
    

    
      
    

    
      He checked himself in the small mirror. Dark circles. Unhealthy pallor. The mark creeping higher beneath his collar. But his eyes were sharp. Alert in ways they hadn't been in weeks.
    

    
      
    

    
      Good enough to fool Kael and Lirien into thinking he was recovering.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Refectory buzzed with morning energy. Students clustered around tables discussing the approaching Festival, voices carrying the particular anxiety of people who knew a goddess was watching.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz spotted them at their usual table near the windows. Morning light streamed across the wood, illuminating Kael's messy hair and Lirien's silver eyes. She was smiling at something Kael said, her grief momentarily forgotten in the simple pleasure of conversation.
    

    
      
    

    
      He felt something twist in his chest at the sight of it. Guilt. Affection. Muted, like sounds heard through water.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Akilliz!" Lirien's face brightened as he approached. "You look so much better!"
    

    
      
    

    
      He slid into the seat across from them, his smile genuine for the first time in days. The acceleration potion had burned away the fog, leaving him sharp and present in ways he hadn't been in over a week. "I feel better. Actually got some rest."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael's green eyes studied him with cautious relief. "You've still got circles under your eyes like you haven't slept in days, but at least you're smiling. That's more than we've seen from you lately."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz reached for bread, actually feeling something like hunger. "I've been studying. Festival preparation. Lost track of time, but I think I'm finally making progress."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Dragon's Breath cultivation?" Lirien leaned forward, her interest immediate and genuine. Then her expression shifted, suddenly apologetic. "Oh, Akilliz, I'm so sorry about the library. Did you find what you needed? Did the archive visit go well?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Her concern was real. She'd been grieving her aunt and still worried about abandoning him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No, I'm the one who's sorry." The words carried weight he hadn't planned. "Your aunt died and I didn't know how to comfort you. I should have—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Akilliz." Lirien's hand moved across the table, stopping just short of his. "You didn't do anything wrong. I was the one who ran off."
    

    
      
    

    
      The moment stretched between them, heavy with things unsaid.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Did you find what you needed?" she asked again, voice softer. "In the archives?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes." He kept his voice gentle. "Some useful information. Studies on my family name. History I didn't know about."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your family name?" Kael's curiosity was immediate. "Ashendale? What kind of history?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The deflection formed automatically. "Just old records. Nothing exciting. I haven't read through everything yet."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien's eyes held questions she was too polite to ask. "If you want to talk about it—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I will. When I've processed it all." An apologetic smile. "It's a lot to take in."
    

    
      
    

    
      She accepted it with grace, but the concern lingered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "But yes," he said, injecting energy into his voice. "Dragon's Breath. I spent all night reading the cultivation tome. The technique is dangerous, but I think I can manage it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "A student died attempting that harvest just last year," Lirien said, worry creeping into her voice. "A final year student with years of experience. The mortality rate—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Is high. I know." He met her eyes steadily. "But I've studied the techniques thoroughly. I know the timing, the location, the proper handling methods. I'm not going in blind."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael made a skeptical sound but didn't argue. His expression shifted, he was impressed. "You're really committing to this."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I have to." Simple truth. "The Festival is my chance to prove I belong here. That I'm not just some human playing at alchemy."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien's hand moved across the table again, stopping just short of his. "You don't have to prove anything to anyone."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Maybe not to you," Akilliz said quietly. "But to the council? To everyone who thinks humans don't belong in Luminael?" He shook his head. "Dragon's Breath is legendary. If I can successfully harvest and prepare it, no one can question whether I deserve to be here."
    

    
      
    

    
      The conviction in his voice was real. Underneath all the lies and conspiracy, that truth remained unchanged.
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence settled for a moment. Then Akilliz realized something and his expression shifted to chagrin. "Speaking of tonight. You never actually told me which restaurant."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien's face lit up with surprised delight. "You remembered! I was wondering if you'd notice."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Of course I noticed." He leaned forward slightly, letting genuine warmth into his smile. "I've been thinking about it. Between studying and breaking into the archives."
    

    
      
    

    
      She laughed, the sound bright and unguarded. "The Gilded Vine. East side of the artisan district, near the fountain square. Seven bells."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I was hoping you'd ask," she continued, her voice warm. "Some boys would have just shown up and wandered around aimlessly. The fact that you noticed means you're actually paying attention."
    

    
      
    

    
      The acceleration potion's clarity sharpened his thoughts, making words come easier than they had in weeks. The fog had lifted. He could think. Speak. Be the version of himself that existed before everything got complicated.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I have a confession," he said, keeping his tone light but sincere. "I've never done this before. Taken a girl to dinner. I'm probably going to be nervous the entire time."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien's surprise was evident. "Really? Never?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Really." A self-deprecating smile. "I grew up in a small village. Spent most of my time with my mother or helping at the forge. Romance wasn't exactly high on my priority list."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's actually kind of sweet," she said softly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael was watching with barely concealed amusement, a piece of bread halfway to his mouth.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz took a breath and committed. The potion made him bold. Made words come easily. Made performance feel natural.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The truth is, I'm terrified," he said, meeting Lirien's eyes. "Of being seen with someone as beautiful as you. Someone with eyes that could stop a man's heart."
    

    
      
    

    
      The words hung in the air. Lirien's ears twitched and her cheeks flushed deep pink, her silver eyes widening.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I—" she started, then stopped. "That's — you can't just—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael choked on his bread. Actually choked. Coughed and sputtered while trying not to laugh.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Smooth," Kael managed between coughs. "Very smooth."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien made a small incoherent sound of embarrassment, hands covering her face. But she was smiling. He could see it in the corners of her eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Seventh bell," Akilliz confirmed, his own smile widening at her reaction. "I promise I'll try not to make you regret giving me a chance."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You—" Lirien stood abruptly, still pink, still smiling behind her hands. "I have to — memorial preparations — I'll see you tonight!"
    

    
      
    

    
      She grabbed her things in a rush, then paused. Turned back. Leaned down quickly and pressed a kiss to his cheek before he could react.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was brief, unexpected.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then she was gone, practically fleeing toward the exit while making small embarrassed sounds. Several students at nearby tables watched with amused interest.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz sat frozen, hand touching where she'd kissed him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael stared at him, mouth open. "What — how did you — that was—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I have no idea what just happened," Akilliz admitted.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mate." Kael's voice was awed. "You've been holding out on us. Where did that come from?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Honestly? No idea. It just sort of came out."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael laughed, shaking his head. "Well, whatever that was, do it again tonight. She's absolutely smitten." He stood, clapping Akilliz on the shoulder. "Good for you. Seriously. After everything you've been through, you two deserve something good."
    

    
      
    

    
      The words hit harder than Kael intended. 
      Deserve
      . Did he deserve anything good? After what he'd done? After what he was planning to do?
    

    
      
    

    
      But Kael was already gathering his things, still grinning. "Don't be late tonight. And for the love of Aurelia, try to sleep before then. You look like a ghoul."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll try," Akilliz lied.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael left, still chuckling. Akilliz sat alone at the table, the spot on his cheek still tingling where Lirien had kissed him.
    

    
      
    

    
      He'd made her blush. Made her smile. Made her run away flustered and happy.
    

    
      
    

    
      And tonight he'd sit across from her at dinner while hiding conspiracy, murder, and secrets that would destroy her if she knew.
    

    
      
    

    
      The workshop smelled of lavender and something dark. Sylvara stood at her workbench, measuring ingredients with meticulous care, her movements graceful despite the precision they required.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Kwe'vadis, young light. Perfect timing." She bowed gently and gestured to the empty space beside her. "Today we're brewing a Potion of Dreamless Slumber."
    

    
      
    

    
      He took his place at the bench. The potion required exact measurements and perfect temperature control — too hot and the sedative properties would burn off, too cool and the ingredients wouldn't properly combine. Ten hours of perfect, restorative sleep. No dreams. No interruptions. Near impossible to wake once it took effect.
    

    
      
    

    
      He thought of Zolam, drifting on his back with objects orbiting him in lazy circles.
    

    
      
    

    
      They worked in companionable silence. His gift guiding his hands as he adjusted ratios and temperatures by instinct. The potion came together smoothly, turning from cloudy white to clear with a faint lavender tint.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Excellent work," Sylvara said as he bottled the finished product. "You're progressing remarkably well."
    

    
      
    

    
      Pride warmed his chest despite everything. Whatever else was happening, he was good at this. Alchemy made sense in ways people didn't.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara wiped her hands on a cloth, then turned to face him fully. "Akilliz, I need to ask a favor."
    

    
      
    

    
      The warmth evaporated.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Of course." His voice came out flat.
    

    
      
    

    
      She moved to a cabinet, retrieving a wooden box. Heavy by the look of it. Silent when moved, no jingling, no rattling. "This needs to go to Captain Voryn. Same as before. Discretion is essential."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz took the box, feeling its weight settle in his hands. "What's inside?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Does it matter?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "It might."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then you'll have to trust me." She held his gaze. "Voryn is expecting it. Leave it with him. Don't linger. Don't be seen, if possible."
    

    
      
    

    
      He should refuse and demand answers. He should walk straight to Thalindra. But his mother's journal had changed things. His stomach went sour at the thought of someone who would choose the goddess over him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fine," he said. "I'll deliver it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara's smile held approval and something else. Something that looked like pride. "Thank you, young light. I knew I could count on you. I'll work on getting you a wand when I have time. A little raven told me you might be interested."
    

    
      
    

    
      Raven. His father should have written back by now. Well, it was probably no surprise given his cold reply to the last one.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How'd you hear about that?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "A hunch, is all. Nothing more, my young sprout. I reward my best students." She waved him off. "Now, run along then."
    

    
      
    

    
      The box sat heavy in his arms as he made his way into the corridor. Whatever was inside didn't shift or settle or make any sound at all.
    

    
      
    

    
      He paused in the empty hallway. Looked down at the plain wooden surface. Just a box. Just a delivery.
    

    
      
    

    
      But last time there was a delivery, Lirien's aunt had paid the price.
    

    
      
    

    
      He set the box down carefully. Reached for the lid.
    

    
      
    

    
      His left arm froze solid.
    

    
      
    

    
      The sensation was immediate and absolute. One moment his hand was moving toward the latch. The next it had stopped completely, locked in place like the muscles had turned to stone. No pain or warning. Just instant, complete paralysis from shoulder to fingertips.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What—" Akilliz tried to move his arm. Nothing. "Taimon! What the hell are you doing?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Don't.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Let me move!"
    

    
      
    

    
      No.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Why not?"
    

    
      
    

    
      You'll die.
    

    
      
    

    
      The words dropped into his mind like stones into still water. Simple. Terrifying.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Die how?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Instantly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stared at the box. So ordinary and mundane. What could possibly kill him just from opening it? Poison that vaporized on contact with air? A cursed artifact? Something demonic?
    

    
      
    

    
      He reached for his dagger with his right hand, ready to pay the usual price for information.
    

    
      
    

    
      Don't bother.
       Taimon's voice carried absolute amusement. 
      Ask Sylvara. She has the answers you seek.
    

    
      
    

    
      His left arm unlocked as suddenly as it had frozen. Movement returned in a rush, bringing pins and needles as blood flow normalized. Akilliz flexed his fingers, relief washing through him.
    

    
      
    

    
      The relief was quickly replaced by anger. And beneath the anger, fear. What was in the box that would kill him? Why did Taimon care enough to stop him? What game was the demon playing?
    

    
      
    

    
      He picked up the box. Turned back toward Sylvara's workshop. His hands shook slightly, adrenaline mixing with the acceleration potion's constant hum. He was tired of being everyone's pawn. Not today. Not anymore.
    

    
      
    

    
      He burst through the workshop door with more force than necessary. The box landed on Sylvara's desk with a heavy thud. She looked up sharply from the notes she'd been reviewing.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What's in this box? Why is it going to kill me if I open it?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara's expression shifted. Surprise melting into something calculating. Dangerous. A predator recognizing that prey had suddenly grown teeth.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Oh really, young light?" She set down her quill with deliberate care. "And how do you know what's inside is really that dangerous?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The question hung in the air between them. A trap disguised as curiosity. He'd revealed too much by coming back. By knowing and showing fear.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her eyes narrowed slightly. The hint of a smile played at her red lips. "Hmm?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Tell me what's inside." He tried to make it sound like a demand. It came out closer to a plea. "Who else are you trying to kill and why? I don't want any part of it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara stood, moving around her desk with unhurried grace. "Listen, my sprout. We both have our secrets."
    

    
      
    

    
      She stopped a few feet away, close enough that he could see the calculation in her eyes. The certainty and complete lack of surprise at any of this.
    

    
      
    

    
      "If you want to learn what's inside... or whom it's going to... You must deliver it. Then I will tell you everything you need to know."
    

    
      
    

    
      The trap had already closed. He could refuse, but then she'd know he was untrustworthy. Could report her, but she clearly knew about his pact and could destroy him just as easily. He could also walk away, but his need for answers would eat at him until he came back anyway.
    

    
      
    

    
      She'd planned this. All of it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fine." The word tasted like surrender. "I'll deliver it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara's smile was warm. "I knew you would, my sprout."
    

    
      
    

    
      Getting to Voryn without being seen required timing and luck in equal measure. Akilliz watched from an alcove across the courtyard, counting footsteps and timing rotations. Two guards at the main entrance. Another on the perimeter. He waited for the rotation and moved.
    

    
      
    

    
      The courtyard crossing was the worst part. Too much open space. He kept his head down, walking quickly but not running. Just another student on legitimate business. The box tucked under one arm.
    

    
      
    

    
      He'd nearly reached the side alley when he heard a familiar voice.
    

    
      
    

    
      "...can't believe she's making me choose the flowers. I have no idea what she would have wanted."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz froze. Pressed himself against the wall just inside the alley entrance. His heart hammered against his ribs as her voice grew closer.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm sure whatever you choose will be beautiful," another woman said. Older. "Your aunt loved white roses. Perhaps start there?"
    

    
      
    

    
      They were maybe fifty feet away. Walking along the main path that ran parallel to his alley. If Lirien glanced in his direction, if she noticed him hiding in the shadows carrying a mysterious box—
    

    
      
    

    
      "White roses feel too simple," Lirien said. Her voice was thick with suppressed tears. "She deserved something special. Something that showed how much..."
    

    
      
    

    
      She trailed off. He heard her composing herself, taking shaky breaths. Fighting back grief that wanted to overwhelm her.
    

    
      
    

    
      He pressed harder against the stone wall. The box felt like it weighed a thousand pounds.
    

    
      
    

    
      The aunt who'd died from poison. Poison he'd delivered. And here he was, doing it again. Knowingly this time.
    

    
      
    

    
      What was wrong with him?
    

    
      
    

    
      "Let's go to the flower market," the older woman suggested.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Alright." Lirien's voice steadied. "Thank you for helping with this."
    

    
      
    

    
      Their footsteps continued past the alley, gradually fading. Akilliz waited until he could no longer hear them before allowing himself to breathe properly. His hands were shaking. Sweat had soaked through his shirt despite the cool morning air.
    

    
      
    

    
      He pushed the guilt away with effort, locking it behind the same wall that held all the other emotions he couldn't afford to feel right now.
    

    
      
    

    
      Delivery first. Moral crisis later.
    

    
      
    

    
      Voryn's office was on the third floor. Akilliz knocked twice. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The door opened immediately. Voryn's eyes swept over him, hard and assessing.
    

    
      
    

    
      "From Sylvara?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz nodded.
    

    
      
    

    
      Voryn took the box with careful hands, cradling it like something precious and deadly. "Good. You can go."
    

    
      
    

    
      He started to close the door. Akilliz's hand shot out, catching it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What's inside?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Voryn's expression went cold. "Not your concern, kyn'thara."
    

    
      
    

    
      The door shut in his face. Akilliz stood in the corridor, heart pounding, hands empty.
    

    
      
    

    
      He'd done it. Delivered death to someone who was expecting it. Become complicit in conspiracy and murder. Crossed a line he could never uncross.
    

    
      
    

    
      Now he had to go back to Sylvara and collect what she'd promised.
    

    
      
    

    
      She was waiting for him. Sitting at her desk like she'd never moved, like she'd known exactly how long the delivery would take. Her expression was calm. Patient. The look of someone who held all the cards and knew it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Did you deliver it?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes." Akilliz closed the door behind him. His hands were steadier now. The shaking had stopped during the walk back, replaced by cold determination. "Now you talk. Tell me everything."
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara gestured to the chair across from her. "Sit, young light. This conversation is overdue."
    

    
      
    

    
      He sat. Muscles tense. Ready.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know you have a pact." She said it simply. Statement of fact, not accusation.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz's breath caught. Hearing it out loud made it undeniable. Dangerous.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't know what—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Don't insult my intelligence." Her voice remained gentle but carried warning beneath the softness. "I've known since the trial. Since you brewed Soul's Breath."
    

    
      
    

    
      The trial felt like a lifetime ago.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Because no one brews like that naturally. Not even me. The way you adjusted ratios without measuring. The way you knew exactly when to add each ingredient. The way you threw out the tainted materials without hesitation." She leaned forward. "That kind of knowledge comes from two places. Divine blessing. Or a pact with The Nine."
    

    
      
    

    
      Her eyes held his. Knowing. Certain.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You have both, don't you? Your mother's gift and Taimon's bargain."
    

    
      
    

    
      The name sent ice through his veins. She knew specifically which of the Nine. How?
    

    
      
    

    
      "I also know you broke into my office," she continued, shifting topics with calculated precision.
    

    
      
    

    
      His stomach dropped.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Why? Because I left it there for you." Her smile was gentle. Almost motherly. "I wanted you to find that recipe. I see how you tire, Akilliz. How you push yourself beyond human limits."
    

    
      
    

    
      She'd planned it. All of it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know you stole demon essence from me," she continued. "The design for your compression spheres. You think I'm so careless I wouldn't notice you suddenly developing techniques I've spent years perfecting?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz couldn't speak.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You left blood on my doorknob." Her voice was almost kind. "There's only one way you unlocked that door."
    

    
      
    

    
      The confession died in his throat. What was the point of denying it?
    

    
      
    

    
      "Am I right?" she asked gently.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes." The word felt like falling. "Yes, you're right."
    

    
      
    

    
      Relief flickered across her face. Genuine pleasure at his honesty. "Thank you for trusting me."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Do you have a pact with him too?" Akilliz asked. "With Taimon?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "No."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then who?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara's eyebrow arched. A hint of smile. "One is not privy to that. Yet."
    

    
      
    

    
      She stood, moving around the desk. "But I serve the Balance."
    

    
      
    

    
      The word carried weight. Significance. Like it meant something specific he should understand but didn't.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The Festival must end." Her voice carried conviction now, passion building beneath her composure. "Luminael is trapped in an endless cycle of fear and offering. They sacrifice themselves each year. I seek to give my kin freedom. And we have many on our side — including several on the council itself."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "This is not a small conspiracy. There are others. Many others. People who understand that the Festival has become something terrible." She stopped pacing. Faced him directly. "Aurelia has taken too much from us. Too many sacrifices. Too many lives. The Balance dictates it is time for this to come to a close. Will you help me?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The question hung between them. An offer and a trap and a choice all wrapped together.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No." The word surprised him as much as it surprised her. "Help you murder people?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara's expression didn't change. "Murder? Is that what you think this is?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You poisoned someone. I delivered it. That's murder."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Tell me, Akilliz." She leaned against her desk. "What did your mother's journal say about the Purification?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The sudden shift froze him. "How do you know about the journal?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I gave it to you." Her smile was knowing. Triumphant. "I led you to it. I wanted you to know. To understand what Aurelia is. What she's done."
    

    
      
    

    
      The revelation hit like a physical blow. His discovery. His mother's hidden words. The permanent memory magic. All of it orchestrated by the woman standing before him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Why?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Because you needed to understand. The genocide of your ancestors. The lies built into Luminael's foundation. The corruption at the heart of this city's divine hierarchy." She took a step closer. "The person who died? She was a council member with a special interest in you. In your mother's gift."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz's throat went dry.
    

    
      
    

    
      "She was drafting a resolution to have you removed from my class. To have you studied personally by the King's sorcerers." Sylvara's expression was earnest. "I prevented that. I was protecting you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That doesn't make it right—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "To stop her?" Sylvara's voice sharpened. "She would have taken everything from you. Your gift. Your freedom. Possibly your life." She let that settle. "The journal had pages torn out. About soul bottling. About what Aurelia really is. Do you have them?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "No." His voice was rough. "They were already missing when I found it. Someone else got there first."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know." Sylvara's expression was sincere. "They were already missing when I found it as well. Someone got there before either of us." A pause. "But I don't need those pages to see your potential, Akilliz. You have a gift no one else possesses."
    

    
      
    

    
      He stared at her. "Why did you really lead me to it? Why go through all of this instead of just telling me the truth?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Because you needed to discover it yourself." Her voice was patient. "Words I told you could be doubted. Truth you discovered yourself cannot."
    

    
      
    

    
      She held his gaze for a moment, then her expression shifted. Something more careful. More deliberate.
    

    
      
    

    
      "There is something else I should tell you." She moved back to her desk, opened a drawer, and removed a small piece of chalk. Set it between them. "The circle under your bed. Do you know what it is?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The air went out of the room. "You drew it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I strengthened it. You drew the first one yourself, in your sleep." She folded her hands. "Your mind was fighting Taimon's influence instinctively. Drawing protective symbols you'd absorbed from his presence without knowing it. But they were incomplete. Unstable. I let myself into your room and reinforced them." Her eyes were steady on his. "It's a stabilization ward. Ancient magic that slows Taimon's consumption of your essence. Buys you time."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stared at the chalk. "You've been in my room. Without my knowledge."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes." No apology. Just honesty. "To protect you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "How long has the mark been spreading slower because of it?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Weeks. Without the ward, you'd already be past the point of no return." She paused. "I've been watching over you since the trial, Akilliz. Long before you knew I existed as anything other than a teacher."
    

    
      
    

    
      He sat with that. The chalk on the desk. The circle under his bed. The fact that he'd been drawing protective symbols in his sleep without knowing — that his own mind had been trying to save him while Taimon worked through him in the dark.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Why?" The question came out quieter than he intended. "Why protect me at all?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Because you have an important role to play." Her voice was earnest. "Because your gift is irreplaceable and the Balance needs you." She paused. "And because your mother deserved better than what happened to her. I owed her that much."
    

    
      
    

    
      She extended her hand. "Will you help me end this? End the Festival. Free our people. Expose what Aurelia has become?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stared at her hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      His mother would be horrified. Would beg him to run. To hide. To survive by disappearing.
    

    
      
    

    
      But his mother was dead. And he was tired of running. Tired of hiding. Tired of being afraid.
    

    
      
    

    
      The elves had committed genocide against his ancestors. Aurelia had allowed it. Thalindra would kill him if she learned the truth. The Festival consumed people year after year, aging them into oblivion for insufficient offerings.
    

    
      
    

    
      And underneath it all, so quiet he could almost pretend it was his own thought — 
      She offers you what you need. Take it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz took her hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Tell me what you need."
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara's smile was genuine. Pleased. Victorious in a way that should have warned him but didn't.
    

    
      
    

    
      She squeezed his hand once before releasing it. "For now, continue as normal. Brew your Dragon's Breath. Make your offering at the Festival."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And when you need deliveries?" The words tasted bitter.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You know what to do." Her expression was approving. "There are others involved, Akilliz Ashendale. You'll meet them when the time is right. We move carefully. Quietly."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Does Thalindra suspect?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Nothing." Her confidence was absolute. "When the Festival comes..." A dark smile played at her lips. "Everything changes."
    

    
      
    

    
      The distant sound of bells echoed through the workshop. Clear and measured.
    

    
      
    

    
      Seven chimes.
    

    
      
    

    
      Seventh bell.
    

    
      
    

    
      The date. Lirien. The Gilded Vine.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stood abruptly. "I need to go."
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara's knowing look suggested she was well aware where he was going and with whom. "Enjoy your evening. I'm glad you chose wisely."
    

    
      
    

    
      He left without looking back. The corridor outside felt surreal — mundane architecture at odds with the weight of what he'd just agreed to.
    

    
      
    

    
      He'd joined a conspiracy. Partnered with a murderer. Committed himself to ending the Festival through means he didn't yet understand but could guess involved more death.
    

    
      
    

    
      And now he had to have dinner with Lirien.
    

    
      
    

    
      He walked through the academy in a daze. Students passed him, oblivious. Guards nodded recognition. Everything so perfectly normal while nothing would ever be the same.
    

    
      
    

    
      In the restaurant window, his reflection stared back. Dark circles under his eyes. Pale skin. But he was smiling. Had put the mask on somewhere between the academy and here.
    

    
      
    

    
      The boy in the reflection looked normal. Pleasant. Ready for a date.
    

    
      
    

    
      The boy in the reflection was a liar.
    

    
      
    

    
      He pushed open the door. Stepped inside. Spotted Lirien at a corner table, her face lighting up as she saw him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Akilliz! You made it!"
    

    
      
    

    
      He crossed to her. Smiled. Sat down. Became the person she thought she was having dinner with.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Of course I made it," he said warmly. "I promised, didn't I?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Behind his eyes, Taimon smiled.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 32: Moonlit Garden
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
           Akilliz stood outside The Gilded Vine, staring at the warm light spilling through its windows like it might burn him. His hands felt wrong. Too aware of themselves, fingers drumming against his thighs in a rhythm that didn't match his heartbeat. The potion hummed through his veins, sharp and clear, but something was different tonight. Emotions pushed against the chemical clarity like pressure behind a dam.
    

    
      
    

    
           The restaurant sat in the artisan quarter's heart, nestled between a glassblower's shop and a small bookbindery. Warm stone facade with ivy crawling up one side. Soft music drifted out whenever the door opened, along with the scent of roasted herbs and something sweet. Other couples moved past him, dressed in evening clothes that made his tunic look shabby by comparison.
    

    
      
    

    
           He should go in. She was waiting. Yet his feet wouldn’t move.
    

    
      
    

    
      What was he doing here? Playing at romance when he'd joined a conspiracy to end the Festival? The door opened and an elderly elf couple emerged, laughing about something. The door started to close.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz caught it before it could latch. Stepped inside before he could change his mind.
    

    
      
    

    
      The interior was beautiful in an understated way. Warm amber lighting from enchanted lanterns that flickered like real candles. Dark wood tables with clean white cloth. Soft music from a harp player in the corner. The dinner crowd was modest, maybe a dozen tables occupied.
    

    
      
    

    
      He felt immediately out of place.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he saw her.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien sat near the windows, auburn hair loose and catching the lamplight like an autumn sunset. She'd changed from her sanitarium robes into a simple dress, deep blue with silver thread at the collar and cuffs. Beautiful in a way that made his chest tight.
    

    
      
    

    
      She saw him. Smiled. Waved him over with a warmth that should have been illegal.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz walked toward her table, hyperaware of every step. The harp music felt too loud suddenly. His boots on the wooden floor sounded like thunder.
    

    
      
    

    
      He dropped into the chair across from her and nearly knocked over the water glass with his elbow. Caught it at the last second, water sloshing dangerously close to the rim.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Smooth," he muttered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Very." She was definitely laughing at him, but kindly. "First time at a nice restaurant?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Is it that obvious?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "A little." She leaned forward slightly, resting her chin on one hand. "But it's sweet. You don't have to be nervous. It's just me."
    

    
      
    

    
      Just her. Just an actual elven girl with eyes like diamonds and pointed ears that moved subtly when she got excited. The same girl whose smile could knock something back into that hole in his heart which he'd filled with numbness.
    

    
      
    

    
      Right. No pressure.
    

    
      
    

    
      A server appeared beside their table, an elven woman with kind eyes and hands that moved with practiced grace. "Good evening. May I bring you something to drink while you decide?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stared at the menu like it was written in ancient Draconic. The words made sense individually but refused to form coherent meaning. Starfruit wine. Moonbell nectar. Crystallized honey mead. What was he supposed to order?
    

    
      
    

    
      The server waited patiently. Lirien watched him with growing understanding.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We'll have the moonbell nectar," Lirien said smoothly. "Two glasses. And could you give us a few more minutes with the menu?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Of course." The server bowed slightly and glided away.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz exhaled a breath he hadn't realized he was holding. "Thank you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You've been in Luminael for some time now." Her tone was teasing but gentle. "How have you never been to a nice restaurant?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I've been busy. Studying. Trying not to die in the Mistwood. Nearly getting expelled. The usual."
    

    
      
    

    
      "The usual for you, maybe." She shook her head, hair swaying. "Most students manage to have a meal out occasionally."
    

    
      
    

    
      The server returned with two glasses of pale golden liquid that seemed to glow faintly from within. Akilliz took a cautious sip. Sweet but not cloying, with a floral note that reminded him of spring gardens back home.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good?" Lirien asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Really good." He took another sip. "Thank you for ordering. I had no idea what half those things were."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I figured." She smiled. "Don't worry. I'll make sure you don't accidentally order something terrible. Trust me?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He did. More than he should, given what he was hiding.
    

    
      
    

    
      They talked while reviewing the menu, Lirien explaining dishes with the patience of someone who genuinely enjoyed sharing knowledge. She ordered for both of them in the end, something with roasted vegetables and herb-crusted fish that sounded complicated but delicious.
    

    
      
    

    
      The food arrived and proved her judgment sound. Akilliz fumbled slightly with the unfamiliar presentation, watching how she used her silverware before attempting to mimic her. She pretended not to notice, which made it easier somehow.
    

    
      
    

    
      "So," Lirien said between bites, "tell me about your village. What was it like growing up there?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The question was gentle. Genuinely curious. Not probing, just interested.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz set down his fork, considering. "Small. Quiet. Everyone knew everyone, which was nice and terrible in equal measure. Nothing stayed secret for long."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What did you do all day?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Well, you know about my ma." He paused, the familiar ache settling in his chest. "We would barter potions for things we needed. And my pa — I've been helping him in the forge since I could walk. Everyone helped out when it mattered most." He smiled despite himself, remembering. "It was peaceful. Predictable."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Did you have friends?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Not really. I was the only kid my age. Most of the children were younger or old enough to set out on their own. I played on the mountain, got lost several times looking for herbs. It was fun, though. I have good memories of Lumara."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien's expression softened with understanding. "That sounds lonely."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It was." He picked up his fork again, pushing vegetables around his plate. "But I had Ma. That was enough."
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence settled between them, comfortable but weighted. The harp player transitioned to a new melody, something slow and wistful.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What was she like?" Lirien asked quietly. "Your mother?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The question froze him mid-bite.
    

    
      
    

    
      Images flooded unbidden. Ma teaching him to grind herbs, explaining the importance of precise measurements. Writing in her journal late at night when she thought he was sleeping.
    

    
      
    

    
      "She had a kind heart," he said finally, voice rough. "Smart. She taught me everything I know about alchemy. Everything that matters, anyway."
    

    
      
    

    
      The words felt inadequate. Hollow. But they were all he could safely offer.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien must have sensed the pain underneath because she didn't push. Just nodded with understanding and let the moment settle before speaking again.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz shifted the conversation. "How is Lira doing? I saw her briefly during the attack, but we didn't get much chance to talk."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien's face brightened despite the heaviness of the previous topic. "You thought to ask about her. That's... thank you." She smiled, genuine and warm. "Thalindra let me visit her yesterday. She's recovering well. The barrier took a lot out of her, but she's strong."
    

    
      
    

    
      "She saved those children," Akilliz said, remembering the weaver's fierce determination.
    

    
      
    

    
      "She did." Pride and sadness mingled in Lirien's voice. "I wish she could come back to the city. I miss her."
    

    
      
    

    
      She was quiet for a moment, then her voice dropped lower. "Speaking of the Festival... I'm terrified. How are you holding up?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz looked at her, genuinely surprised. "I'm doing okay. I'll go harvest mine soon. But tell me why you're afraid of it? You're brilliant. You've been working on those healing legumes, right? Aurelia will love them."
    

    
      
    

    
      She shook her head, fingers twisting together around her glass. "I'm just so afraid of aging if it's not good enough." Her voice wavered, vulnerability showing through. "I have nightmares about it. What would you think if I suddenly looked like an old woman?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz struggled not to spit out his drink. The question caught him so off guard that a nervous laugh nearly escaped. He covered it with a cough, setting his glass down carefully. "I can see how that would be stressful. Gods. Is everyone worried about it?"
    

    
      
    

    
      She nodded, the movement small and tight. "Especially the girls. We pride ourselves on staying youthful. Elven families don't have children like humans do. They might wait until they've been together over a hundred years first. It's... a long time to remain perfect before you stop caring about growing old."
    

    
      
    

    
      The weight of that settled over him. A hundred years of pressure. A hundred years of festivals. No wonder the elves seemed so controlled, so careful.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's sort of... barbaric," he said before he could stop himself.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien's eyes widened slightly, but not with offense. More like surprise that someone had said it out loud. "It's tradition. She blesses our city with light and love. Have you ever seen it get cold here, or rain, or snow? Folks say it's painful in the cold. Thunderstorms sound terrifying." Her voice carried conviction, but underneath it was something else. Uncertainty, maybe. "She protects us from the mountain."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz set down his fork, the weight of her words pressing against everything his mother's journal had taught him. "But what decides if your offering is worthy? What if someone brilliant fails because they were nervous, or they just had a bad day? It shouldn't have to be so stressful."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien's expression shifted, caught between defensive and uncertain. "Only the lady of light can decide. I just hope she can tell how much effort I put into mine."
    

    
      
    

    
      "She should." His voice came out more forceful than he meant it to. "She's supposed to be this divine figure."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know." She frowned, looking down at her plate. "Honestly, most of the year it's on everyone's minds. People just don't talk about it. We just want to keep on living."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm sorry, I shouldn't have—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's fine. It's the way life works here. I am only nervous because it's my first time."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mine too." He picked up his glass, swirling the nectar absently. "I don't know why I decided to try something so hard. It just made sense. Dragon's Breath plant should make a Dragon's Breath potion, and I want to be the one to do it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien's expression softened, a hint of admiration creeping into her eyes. "That's kind of stupid, but I like that about you. You're going to get yourself hurt on one hand, yet if you don't..."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll be worthy of the title potionmaster," he said, and he actually meant it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Furrowing her brows, she nodded. "I might say, if you managed to spew fire for the offering — there's no question it would make a statement in Luminael. Everyone would notice. And I would want to see that for myself."
    

    
      
    

    
      Heat crept up his neck. "I just want to prove I'm strong enough to stay here. To show the elves what my ma and I can do. Whatever I choose to set my mind on, is what I will try to do. That's the way my pa taught me, anyway."
    

    
      
    

    
      Her ears twitched subtly, and she leaned back in her chair with a small smile playing at her lips. "I think that makes you admirable. I find it so refreshing." She tilted her head. "Tell me, is there anything else you have your mind set on?"
    

    
      
    

    
      This was a hint he was supposed to get. It went clear over his head.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I wonder how I'll get you to experience getting your shoes stuck in a rainstorm."
    

    
      
    

    
      She snickered, eyes lighting up with surprise. "What!?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "When I left home, not even a day out, it poured down freezing rain and I got my boot caught in some mud. Lost my new boots right there."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You did not!" She covered her mouth, laughter escaping anyway. "Did you tread barefoot all the way here?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Well, I met a mysterious traveler named Melinda who spoke in riddles. I tried to purchase some boots but she made me pay with knowledge instead. I was standing in the rain for hours until I gave her the right answer!"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're kidding!" Lirien's whole face lit up with delight. "That must have been awful. What was the riddle?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He cocked a smile and put on his best Melinda accent. "I speak without a mouth an' hear without ears. I'm caught but never held. What am I?"
    

    
      
    

    
      She snickered. "An echo, you smiling turtle. Don't tell me that had you caught up for actual hours?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Smiling big enough to be goofy if he knew about it: "Of course not, I got it right away. Definitely didn't stand there shivering as I melted away."
    

    
      
    

    
      A couple looked over at Lirien as her elbow banged the table as she began to cover her laughter, a tear coming out of one silver eye.
    

    
      
    

    
      Smiling while she recovered, Akilliz continued: "I hate the rain, absolutely hate it. But honestly it's not horrible if it's summertime. Then it's kind of warm and the village kids would run out and play in it. Throw mud at each other and stuff."
    

    
      
    

    
      Her eyes went wide as she smiled. "You threw mud at each other? Is getting filthy worth the fun?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz smirked, feeling more relaxed than he had all evening. "It totally is! You really don't know what you're missing out on. Don't be afraid of the rain, or the snow. The snow isn't so bad. It floats down and you can catch the flakes on your tongue."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What's it taste like?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Well, it's so small you can't tell. It's just a little drop of water, but it's fun though." The words fell out before he realized what he was saying. "You should come visit Lumara with me sometime."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien's eyes went wide, her ears flushing pink at the tips. "You... you'd introduce me to your father?"
    

    
      
    

    
      She hid her face, suddenly bashful in a way that made his heart stutter.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Oh, I didn't mean it like that, I just—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien looked up, expression falling into something sad. "Oh... I thought..."
    

    
      
    

    
      "But I would!" He stumbled over his words. "I just meant... it seems sad that you've never been outside these walls before. Aside from visiting your sister, and the battle."
    

    
      
    

    
      Her expression softened, though something wistful remained in her eyes. "Maybe you're right."
    

    
      
    

    
      "So what about your parents? What do they do?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Her brows furrowed slightly, a shadow passing over her face. "Well, my parents live in the upper city. My mother is a handmaiden for the royal family and my father is on the council. So they're usually busy, but they're good people. They've been together for over three hundred years now."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz's expression shifted to shock. "Three hundred years? That's... that's longer than I'll ever live, even if I stayed here."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes, the Vael'shara. The king and queen never leave the sanctum except for the Festival, so they need a lot of help. I guess it is a long time in your eyes. Truth be told, it seems long to me too."
    

    
      
    

    
      The weight of that settled between them. Three hundred years of partnership. Of proving worth year after year. Of maintaining perfection and status. The elves lived with pressures he could barely comprehend.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien stood smoothly, touching his arm with gentle understanding. "Let's get some air."
    

    
      
    

    
      He nodded gratefully and followed her toward the exit, hyperaware of every gaze tracking their movement. It was strange — when they were talking he felt human again. When she looked into his eyes, he could speak from the heart. The moment they stood up and he noticed everyone else, the numbness hit him again like a wave. The problem was, he didn't realize it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Outside, the cool night air was a relief, the evening's chill washing over his face like a blessing.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Come on now, let's walk." She took his hand naturally, like she'd done it a hundred times before, fingers intertwining with his. The contact grounded him, pulled him back from the edge of anxiety. "I know somewhere quieter."
    

    
      
    

    
      The artisan quarter had transformed after dark, magical lamps casting pools of warm light along cobblestone streets. Elven musicians played on corners. Couples in fancy clothes strolled hand in hand. The air smelled of night-blooming flowers and fresh bread from a late-operating bakery. He was painfully aware of being the only human.
    

    
      
    

    
      Everyone was taking glances toward Lirien and him. Subtle, but there. Students, artisan shopkeepers, passersby. The fact cut through like a knife. He felt anger for them judging her. She had a kind heart and a soft smile, and if these elves would change that, if they would hurt her—
    

    
      
    

    
      She led him down a side street he'd never explored. "There's a garden near here. Want to see it?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sure."
    

    
      
    

    
      They walked in comfortable silence. Lirien pointed out shops as they passed — the one with the best honey cakes in the district, the blown glass figurines, the bookbindery run by an exile who'd failed his trial but had family wealthy enough to support him anyway. She was happy the entire time, smiling and talking like she felt more comfortable with him than anyone.
    

    
      
    

    
      Even through the numbness, his heart ached. If she knew what he'd delivered that morning, her face would crack. She would hate him.
    

    
      
    

    
      He wouldn't let that happen.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I come here sometimes," Lirien said. "When the academy gets too much. It's quieter than the main squares. More peaceful."
    

    
      
    

    
      The garden appeared like a secret tucked between buildings. Small and easily missed if you didn't know it was there. A wooden archway marked the entrance, covered in vines that glowed faintly with bioluminescent flowers. Beyond, a small fountain burbled surrounded by carefully tended beds.
    

    
      
    

    
      They stepped inside.
    

    
      
    

    
      Moonflowers bloomed everywhere, their white petals seeming to gather and reflect the night itself. A willow tree in the corner provided a natural canopy. Stone benches sat at intervals along the walking path. The fountain at the center featured glowing fish that left trails of pale blue light as they swam.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was beautiful. Peaceful. Like stepping into a different world entirely.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien led him to a bench beneath the willow. They sat, hands still joined, watching the moonflowers sway in a breeze too gentle to feel elsewhere.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I love this place," she said softly. "I found it my first year. When everything felt overwhelming and I didn't know if I belonged. Coming here helped."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's perfect." He meant it. The garden felt removed from the academy's pressure, from the conspiracy, from everything. Like he could take a deep breath and just be in this peaceful moment forever.
    

    
      
    

    
      They sat in comfortable silence. The fountain's gentle burble mixed with distant music from the streets beyond. Akilliz felt something further unknot in his head. Not disappear. Just ease slightly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien squeezed his hand. "You know what I like about you?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned to look at her properly. "What?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're honest. Even when you're sad. Even when you're struggling. You don't pretend everything's fine when it's not."
    

    
      
    

    
      Guilt twisted in his gut. If only she knew how wrong she was.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I try to be," he said weakly.
    

    
      
    

    
      She shifted closer on the bench, shoulder pressing against his. "Want to see something beautiful?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Before he could answer, she pulled a small vial from her dress pocket. Rose to her feet and moved toward the nearest moonflower bed. With practiced care, she unstoppered the vial and sprinkled fine powder across the blooms.
    

    
      
    

    
      For a heartbeat, nothing happened.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then the flowers began to glow.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not the gentle white they'd been showing. This was vivid, pulsing color. Blues deep as ocean depths. Purples rich as royal silk. Silvers bright as starlight. The colors shifted and swirled, dancing across the petals like living things. The entire garden transformed into something from a dream.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stood, mesmerized. "What is that?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Phosphorescent catalyst." Lirien's voice held quiet pride. "It amplifies bioluminescence temporarily." She turned to look at him, backlit by the glowing flowers. "That's what alchemy should be. Making the world a little more magical."
    

    
      
    

    
      He couldn't look away from her. The flower-light painted her auburn hair in shifting colors. Her eyes reflected the glow, making them seem to hold the stars themselves. She was radiant. Devastating. Real in a way that made everything else feel like performance.
    

    
      
    

    
      And he felt it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not the dulled, distant version the potion allowed. Real emotion, breaking through chemical suppression like water through a crack. Genuine affection that had nowhere to go and no safe form to take. Was this what falling for someone meant? How could he protect her, how could he ever be strong enough?
    

    
      
    

    
      It terrified him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's beautiful," he managed. "You're... beautiful."
    

    
      
    

    
      The words escaped before his filter could catch them. Lirien's cheeks flushed pink, visible even in the shifting light.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I..." She looked down, suddenly shy, speaking softly. "You're rather handsome yourself."
    

    
      
    

    
      They stood there among the glowing flowers, the moment stretching fragile and perfect between them. He wanted to freeze time. To live in this garden forever where things were simple and beautiful and he wasn't slowly losing himself to darkness.
    

    
      
    

    
      But time kept moving. The flowers continued their color dance. And eventually Lirien gestured toward the garden exit.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We should probably head back. It's getting late."
    

    
      
    

    
      They walked slowly through quiet streets, neither wanting the evening to end. Their hands found each other again naturally, fingers intertwining. Fewer words now. Just presence. Connection. The comfortable silence of two people who didn't need to fill every moment with sound.
    

    
      
    

    
      Too soon, they reached her dormitory.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien stopped at the door, turning to face him. Moonlight painted her features in silver and shadow. She looked up at him with those incredible eyes, searching his face for something.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I had a really good time tonight," Akilliz said. His heart hammered despite the potion trying to keep it steady.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Me too." She smiled. "You're easier to be around than you think."
    

    
      
    

    
      He started to lean forward, uncertain.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he noticed her eyes were glistening.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tears. Forming but not falling. Her smile was still there, bright and genuine. But her eyes were wet.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What's wrong?" Panic edged his voice. "Did I do something—"
    

    
      
    

    
      She shook her head quickly. "No. No, you did everything right."
    

    
      
    

    
      Then why was she crying?
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien took both his hands in hers. Both of them, including the corrupted left that he'd forgotten about all evening. She looked at him directly, taking a breath like she was gathering courage.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I had a wonderful time tonight, Akilliz. Really. But I need you to know something." Her voice wavered slightly. "I can see it. The coldness hiding behind your smiles. The anger lurking under your skin. The sadness you're carrying."
    

    
      
    

    
      His breath caught. She saw. Of course she saw. She'd been watching him for weeks.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're deeply changed and hurting inside," she continued, tears sliding free now even as she kept smiling. "And I don't know how to help you. I don't blame you for the way you've been acting since you came back from the Mistwood. I can tell you're fighting like hell to try and seem okay."
    

    
      
    

    
      She squeezed his hands tighter. "So I'll be here for you. When you're ready to tell me about it. And if you break, I'll help you pick up the pieces."
    

    
      
    

    
      One hand released his to cup his face gently. Her thumb brushed his cheekbone, tears on her own face reflecting moonlight.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Just don't hurt yourself. The Aki I met that first day, the one who was kind and sweet and had such a good heart, he's still in there. You showed me what being human meant. You're from a small village but you've traveled further alone than I ever have. You're strong, Aki."
    

    
      
    

    
      Her voice cracked on the last words. "But you don't have to be strong alone. Please remember that."
    

    
      
    

    
      She leaned up and kissed his cheek. Gentle. Lingering. Her tears wet against his skin. She whispered against his ear, breath warm and close.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Goodnight, Aki."
    

    
      
    

    
      Then she pulled back, turned, and disappeared through her dormitory door before he could respond. The door closed with a soft click that sounded final as a coffin lid.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stood there.
    

    
      
    

    
      Frozen.
    

    
      
    

    
      His right hand moved to touch where she'd kissed him. Her tears were still wet on his face. The spot burned like she'd branded him with kindness.
    

    
      
    

    
      She'd offered him everything. Understanding. Support. Help when he inevitably shattered. No conditions. No demands. Just open, honest compassion.
    

    
      
    

    
      And he couldn't take it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Couldn't tell her the truth or let her help. He wouldn't drag her into the darkness spreading through him like cancer. She deserved better than the monster he was becoming.
    

    
      
    

    
      The walk back passed in a blur.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stepped inside his room and closed the door. The acceleration potion's effects were fading. Eighteen hours since the last dose. Emotions flooded back in a rush that made his knees weak. Guilt crashed over him in waves. Fear. Affection. Self-loathing. Everything he'd been holding at bay.
    

    
      
    

    
      He sat heavily on his bed. Still feeling where she'd kissed him. Still hearing her words.
    

    
      
    

    
      His left arm throbbed. He pulled off the glove with shaking fingers.
    

    
      
    

    
      Gray skin had spread past his elbow, black veins pulsing beneath like roots seeking purchase. He pulled up his sleeve further. The mark had reached his bicep, creeping toward his shoulder in thin tendrils. Soon it would spread onto his chest. Then his neck. Then his face.
    

    
      
    

    
      How long before there was nothing human left?
    

    
      
    

    
      Taimon whispered in the back of his mind. Satisfied. Patient. Growing stronger.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      She sees you as human. How quaint. But we both know what you're becoming
      ."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Shut up," Akilliz said aloud. But his voice was weak.
    

    
      
    

    
      He sat there in the dark. Exhausted beyond measure. His body demanding rest. His mind screaming warnings about what might happen if he slept. The nightmares getting worse. The circles on the floor. The chalk on his hands in the morning.
    

    
      
    

    
      He should take another acceleration sphere. Stay awake. Maintain control.
    

    
      
    

    
      But exhaustion pulled at him like gravity. His eyes felt heavy as stones. His body sank into the mattress despite his intentions.
    

    
      
    

    
      His last thought before unconsciousness took him was Lirien's voice echoing in memory.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      I'll help you pick up the pieces."
    

    
      
    

    
      Then Taimon's response, cold and certain.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Sleep well, young light. We have work to do."
    

    
      
    

    
      His eyes closed.
    

    
      
    

    
      And the nightmare began.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 33: Ash and Flight
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
           He should have reached for the spheres.
    

    
      
    

    
           They sat on the shelf above his desk, fourteen of them left, each one a marble of clarity that could buy him another day. His mouth watered at the thought but his hands didn't move.
    

    
      
    

    
           Akilliz sat on the edge of his bed in the dark, still feeling the warmth where Lirien had kissed his cheek. He could still hear her voice repeating inside his head, that gentle devastation aimed straight through every wall he'd built.
    

    
      
    

    
      She'd seen right through him.
    

    
      
    

    
      He pulled off the left glove with fingers that had stopped shaking twenty minutes ago. Not because the trembling had passed but because the muscles had simply given up.
    

    
      
    

    
      One more and I can make it to morning.
    

    
      
    

    
      After staring at his hand for a long moment, he stood. The room tilted. He caught himself on the desk, knocking a vial sideways. It rolled to the edge and stopped, balanced on nothing, as if the desk itself was too tired to let it fall.
    

    
      
    

    
      His fingers brushed the nearest sphere. Cool against skin. All he had to do was put it in the bottle.
    

    
      
    

    
      His hand wouldn't close.
    

    
      
    

    
      Some deep part of him had weighed the cost of endless energy against what his body was owed, and it had chosen for him.
    

    
      
    

    
      He sank back onto the bed. The mattress received him like an old friend. His boots were still on. His cloak tangled around his legs. Ma's journal pressed hard against his ribs through the pack he hadn't taken off.
    

    
      
    

    
      Just rest my eyes. Just for a minute. I'll get up. I'll brew something. I'll—
    

    
      
    

    
      The words scattered before they fully formed, dissolving into the dark like sugar in black water.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he saw the garden.
    

    
      
    

    
      Moonflowers bloomed in waves of silver and blue, their petals pulsing with the same light Lirien had coaxed from them hours ago. The air smelled of jasmine and fresh earth. Fireflies drifted between the stems, lazy and golden, and the garden hummed with a frequency that reminded him of Ma's three-note tune. Everything was warm and safe. The kind of feeling he'd stopped believing in.
    

    
      
    

    
      She stood among the flowers with her back to him, auburn hair catching the shifting colors. When she turned, her smile was the realest thing he could have asked for. Her silver eyes were aimed at him like sunlight through a break in clouds.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aki." Her voice carried that warmth he didn't deserve. "You came back."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I always come back."
    

    
      
    

    
      The moonflower at her feet darkened. Just one. A single petal curling inward, its light flickering like a candle in a draft. The blue bled to gray, then to black, and where it touched the soil the earth went dry and cracked.
    

    
      
    

    
      She didn't notice. Kept smiling. Reached for his hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      Another flower died. Then three more. The blackness spread like spilled ink across the garden, consuming color, consuming light. Petals curled and fell as ash. Stems withered to brittle wire. The beautiful shifting glow collapsed inward, flower by flower, until darkness was eating toward her from every direction.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Lirien—"
    

    
      
    

    
      She looked down at her hands. The tips of her fingers had gone gray. The color was climbing, creeping up her wrists, and where it touched, her skin thinned to something like old paper.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aki?" Her voice cracked. "What's happening? I can't—"
    

    
      
    

    
      She aged. Not slowly, not with the gentle erosion of time, but in lurches. Years slamming into her all at once. Lines etching deep across her face. Hair thinning, whitening, falling in clumps that dissolved before they reached the ground. Her eyes clouding over like frost on glass. The same paper-thin skin Ma had worn in her final hours. The same blue-tinged lips.
    

    
      
    

    
      He couldn't move. His feet had rooted to the dead earth. His mouth was open but nothing came out. Not even air.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Please," she whispered. Her hand reaching for him, fingers crumbling to powder at the tips. "Please, I just wanted to help—"
    

    
      
    

    
      She collapsed. Not like a person falling. Like a structure giving way. Joints folding wrong, skin splitting along fault lines of decay. What hit the dead soil wasn't a body anymore. Just ash in the shape of someone he'd been too afraid to love.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      This is what you do."
    

    
      
    

    
      Taimon's voice came from everywhere and nowhere. From inside his chest. From the roots of the dead flowers and the ash that had been Lirien's hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      You corrupt everything you touch. The fairy's wing. The potions you brew. The girl who kissed your cheek."
    

    
      
    

    
      "No." The word tore out of him. But his voice sounded wrong. Distant. Like hearing himself shout underwater.
    

    
      
    

    
      The garden dissolved. When reality reformed, he was somewhere else entirely — stone floor beneath his knees, darkness around him, and his hands already moving.
    

    
      
    

    
      His hands scraped across stone. The gritty drag of chalk on floor and the wet slide of something thicker, darker, painting lines he couldn't see the shape of because his eyes weren't his anymore.
    

    
      
    

    
      His mouth was opening. Words falling out in a language that scraped the inside of his throat like swallowed glass. Not Elvish or Common. Something older. Something that made the air itself flinch.
    

    
      
    

    
      A flash of awareness. Brief as a match struck in a storm.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was kneeling in his room. The desk had been shoved against the wall. The rug was bunched in the corner. The floor was covered in symbols.
    

    
      
    

    
      He tried to scream and felt his throat constrict. He felt Taimon's hand close gently around his windpipe from the inside.
    

    
      
    

    
      Hush, boy. We're almost done
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      His left arm burned. Not the dull throb he'd grown accustomed to but actual, searing pain, as if the corruption was being fed from below. Growing. Spreading. Feasting on whatever the circle was pulling through the floor.
    

    
      
    

    
      He tried to surface. Tried to grab hold of his own hands, his own voice, his own body. It was like trying to grip water. Every time he found a handhold it dissolved, and the dark rushed back in to fill the space where his will had been.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stopped fighting. Not because he chose to. Because there was nothing left to fight with.
    

    
      
    

    
      He sank back into the dark.
    

    
      
    

    
      Taimon kept working.
    

    
      
    

    
      His lungs heaved. Cold air flooded in, his hands hit stone and the shock of it jolted through his arms into his shoulders.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was on the floor. Kneeling. Not in bed. Not where sleep had taken him.
    

    
      
    

    
      The room was dark. Pre-dawn gray seeped through the narrow window, enough light to see by. Enough to wish he couldn't.
    

    
      
    

    
      The circle covered his entire floor.
    

    
      
    

    
      It stretched from wall to wall, drawn in precise lines of white chalk and something darker. Symbols he'd never studied spiraled outward from the center where he knelt, connected by geometric patterns so intricate they seemed to vibrate in the dim light. Three concentric rings. Angular script filling the spaces between them. At the cardinal points, smaller circles held symbols that pulsed faintly with a residual glow already fading.
    

    
      
    

    
      The outer ring was perfect. Mathematically perfect. No wobble in the chalk lines. No hesitation in the curves.
    

    
      
    

    
      This was demonology. The kind dark wizards kept locked behind secret doors. He knew he was the one who had drawn it in his sleep.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked down at his hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      Chalk caked his right hand, packed under every nail, ground into every crease and whorl. His left hand was covered in blood. Not soaked. Painted. Deliberate smears across his palm and fingers, as if the blood had been applied like ink. As if his hand had been the brush.
    

    
      
    

    
      He checked his body with frantic hands — torso, legs, arms. No wounds. No cuts beyond the old scars on his palms. Nothing fresh. Nothing that could account for the amount of blood drying brown on his skin.
    

    
      
    

    
      He lifted his left hand to his nose. Just blood. Human blood, possibly. His own, drawn from somewhere he couldn't find. Or someone else's.
    

    
      
    

    
      He couldn't tell.
    

    
      
    

    
      The left arm. He pulled up his sleeve and the sound that came out of him wasn't a word. Something between a whimper and a moan.
    

    
      
    

    
      Gray skin had reached his heart. Black veins crawled over the shoulder and onto his chest fully. The corruption had jumped. Hours of spread compressed into minutes. Whatever the circle had done, whatever power it had pulled through him, had fed the mark like fuel on fire.
    

    
      
    

    
      Taimon was quiet. The silence was worse than any whisper. The silence of something satisfied.
    

    
      
    

    
      What did you do?
    

    
      
    

    
      No answer.
    

    
      
    

    
      What did you make me do?
    

    
      
    

    
      He moved fast. The panic was useful now. It sharpened everything to a bright, brittle edge.
    

    
      
    

    
      Water first. He poured the basin over the worst of the blood, watching it thin to pink rivers between the chalk lines. His elven cloth soaked and pressed hard against the stone. The chalk smeared but the symbols showed through — not just drawn on the surface but carved into it. Scored by his own knife with a precision his waking hands had never possessed.
    

    
      
    

    
      His knees ached and his body felt used. Wrung out, like something had worn it hard and put it away without care.
    

    
      
    

    
      His knife. He found it under the overturned chair. Its edge dulled and streaked with the same dark residue that coated his left hand. He'd used it to carve the symbols deeper than chalk alone could reach.
    

    
      
    

    
      His stomach heaved. He swallowed it back. No time for horror. Horror was a luxury for people who weren't about to be discovered with a demonic summoning circle etched into their bedroom floor.
    

    
      
    

    
      The dissolving agent. One of the simple brews he kept for cleaning cauldron residue. He poured it across the floor in careful lines, watching it fizz where it met the dried blood. The organic matter dissolved. The chalk lifted. The scored lines remained, fainter now but visible if you knew what to look for.
    

    
      
    

    
      The rug went back over the worst of it. He repositioned the desk, the chair. Checked the angles. From the doorway, the room looked like a student's quarters in moderate disarray. Nothing that would draw a second glance.
    

    
      
    

    
      Unless someone moved the rug.
    

    
      
    

    
      He gathered the bloody rags and held them over the bottled flame. They caught slow, smoldering more than burning, curling black at the edges. The smell was terrible. He waved the smoke toward the window, letting the cold air carry it away.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked in the small mirror above the basin.
    

    
      
    

    
      His face stared back. Gaunt. Hollowed by exhaustion, dark circles like bruises under eyes that were wrong. Not the blue he'd grown up seeing. The irises were edging toward something that wasn't quite black but wasn't any natural color either. Like looking through tinted glass at something vast on the other side.
    

    
      
    

    
      He pushed his hair back from his face and his fingers brushed the top of his left ear.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stopped. Traced the shape of it.
    

    
      
    

    
      The cartilage curved up to a point that hadn't been there yesterday. Subtle. Just barely noticeable. But wrong in a way that sent ice through his veins because this wasn't corruption spreading under his skin anymore. This was his body being reshaped. Rebuilt into something he hadn't wanted to become.
    

    
      
    

    
      He touched the other ear. Still round. Still human. Only the left side was changing. The same side as the arm. The same side as the pact.
    

    
      
    

    
      He blinked and his eyes appeared sky blue again. His ears looked normal. He stared, not trusting what he saw, not trusting what he'd seen a moment ago.
    

    
      
    

    
      Taimon stirred. Not words. Just a low, warm hum of contentment that vibrated against the back of Akilliz's skull.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      You did good work tonight."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz turned from the mirror and didn't look back.
    

    
      
    

    
      He sat on the bed. Exhaled a long deep breath.
    

    
      
    

    
      He couldn't stay.
    

    
      
    

    
      The certainty settled into him like cold water filling a hollow stone. The corruption was accelerating. Days, maybe, before it climbed high enough to be visible above any collar. Then Thalindra would see enough to act. The council would demand it.
    

    
      
    

    
      And what if he slept again? What if next time the circle wasn't drawn in chalk and blood but carved into someone's skin? What if next time he woke with Lirien's blood on his hands instead of his own?
    

    
      
    

    
      He focused. He knew what he had to do.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Dragon's Breath harvest. The slopes above Luminael, the high volcanic vents where the earth bled heat and the plant grew wild. Nicodemo's tome had the map. He'd studied the route enough times to see it when he closed his eyes. Through the Mistwood, up the northern trails, across the high slopes. A day's journey if he pushed hard. Back by morning if nothing went wrong.
    

    
      
    

    
      Prove his worth. Make the offering. Give Sylvara what she needed before the corruption made the choice for him.
    

    
      
    

    
      He packed.
    

    
      
    

    
      The motions were mechanical. Hands moving through routines while his mind ran ahead to distances and timelines. Alchemy supplies. Mortar. Pestle. Two dissolving agents. Three vials of base tincture. Nicodemo's tome, heavy and dark in its Nightmare hide binding, the mapped route already marked with a strip of parchment. His warmest underlayer. Dried rations. The remaining acceleration spheres — fourteen glass marbles that caught the lamplight and held it like tiny trapped suns.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ma's journal went in last. He wrapped it in Thalindra's gifted cloth and nestled it at the bottom of the pack where it would be safest. He couldn't leave it behind. Couldn't leave her words in a room with a demon's circle scored into the floor beneath the rug.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked around the room one last time. The crooked shelf. The narrow bed. The rug hiding evidence of what he'd become.
    

    
      
    

    
      He sat at the desk and pulled out some parchment.
    

    
      
    

    
      The first letter was easy.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael —
    

    
      
    

    
      Had to leave early for the harvest. Don't worry. I'll be back before the Festival.
    

    
      
    

    
      —Akilliz
    

    
      
    

    
      The kind of note Kael would accept with a grunt and a headshake.
    

    
      
    

    
      The second letter.
    

    
      
    

    
      He wrote 
      Lirien
       and stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      The ink dried on the nib. He sat there, hand suspended, staring at her name in his own handwriting. What could he say? What arrangement of words could bridge the distance between a moonlit garden and a demonic circle carved three hours later?
    

    
      
    

    
      He started. Stopped. Crumpled the parchment. Started again.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien —
    

    
      
    

    
      Thank you for last night. I meant everything I said. I'm sorry. I'll be back soon.
    

    
      
    

    
      —Aki
    

    
      
    

    
      She'd offered him everything last night. She offered to pick up the pieces, and this was what he left her. 
    

    
      
    

    
      But the truth would destroy her. And the lie at least preserved something worth keeping.
    

    
      
    

    
      He set both letters on the desk where someone would find them.
    

    
      
    

    
      The stairs down to the workshop were familiar as breathing. He'd climbed them a thousand times, heavy with exhaustion, buzzing with potions, carrying ingredients or ideas or guilt.
    

    
      
    

    
      The workshop was dark. Sylvara's workbench sat in the center, clean and orderly, her instruments arranged with the precision of someone who treated alchemy like religion. He pulled a scrap of parchment from his pocket and scrawled quickly in the dim light.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara, heading to Frosthelm to gather Dragon's Breath. Should be back by tomorrow morning.
    

    
      
    

    
      He set the note on her bench, centered, where she'd see it the moment she walked in. Weighted it with a small stone. Stood there a moment longer, looking at his own handwriting in the half dark. 
      Tomorrow morning
      . He believed it. Mostly.
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned and left without looking at the workshop again.
    

    
      
    

    
      The main corridor stretched ahead. He passed the Refectory without slowing. The long tables sat empty, chairs pushed in, the smell of yesterday's bread still lingering. Lirien would be walking in there soon.
    

    
      
    

    
      He kept walking.
    

    
      
    

    
      The main gate stood open. It always stood open. Because who would dare enter a city of elves uninvited?
    

    
      
    

    
      I did
      , he thought. 
      And look what it cost.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dawn was coming. The sky to the east had gone from black to charcoal, and the first pale suggestion of light touched the tops of the towers. He walked through the gate, the guards paying him no attention.
    

    
      
    

    
      The emerald field stretched before him, dawn-misted and vast. Beyond it, the Mistwood's dark line waited like the edge of a different world.
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn't look back.
    

    
      
    

    
      The forest opened for him.
    

    
      
    

    
      The trees parted, sapphire mist pulling back from his path like a curtain drawn by invisible hands. Ancient trunks stood tall, their silver bark glinting in the gray morning light. Things watched from the shadows. His left arm pulsed in rhythm with the Mistwood's heartbeat. The same slow, ancient drumming that vibrated through the roots and the earth and the mist itself.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      See
      ?" Taimon's voice was warm. "
      You belong here. This is where the mountain's children walk."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz said nothing. He stopped beside a cluster of low-hanging branches where sapphire dew had pooled in fat beads along the leaves. He draped Thalindra's cloth across the branches, letting the fine elven weave press against the wet leaves and flowering moss. When it was heavy he wrung it carefully over a vial, watching the liquid spiral down in a thin, shimmering stream. It glowed faintly. Pale sapphire with flecks of silver suspended in it like captured starlight.
    

    
      
    

    
      He corked the vial and held it up. Three more gathered the same way, moving deeper into the forest as he worked.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ma would have understood that.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stowed the vials carefully and kept walking. He pulled a sphere from the pack and held it between thumb and forefinger, then dropped it into the base vial and drank.
    

    
      
    

    
      Color flooded back into everything. His exhaustion vanished completely, his mind sharpening to that dangerous, crystalline edge he'd come to recognize.
    

    
      
    

    
      He felt incredible. Dangerously incredible. The kind of good that made you forget why you'd been afraid. There was only Thirteen left.
    

    
      
    

    
      Somewhere behind him, Luminael was waking up. Kael would find his note. Lirien would find hers. Sylvara would read his message on the workbench and nod, because she always knew.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ahead, the trees thinned against a pale sky. The ground smelled of sulfur and hot stone. The Mistwood was ending.
    

    
      
    

    
      Beyond it, Frosthelm waited.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 34: Roots
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
           The Mistwood ended like a held breath finally released.
    

    
      
    

    
           One moment the sapphire mist was everywhere, filtering the morning light into something dreamy and strange. The next, Akilliz stepped between two hulking silver trunks and the forest simply stopped. No gradual thinning or transition zone. Just a hard line where ancient roots met volcanic rock and decided to go no further.
    

    
      
    

    
           The ground changed beneath his boots. Soft loam to sharp stone in a single step, the kind of dark glassy rock that formed when lava cooled too fast. It crunched underfoot like walking on broken pottery. The air changed too — the Mistwood's clean sweetness giving way to something acrid and mineral, the smell of hot stone and sulfur that instantly reminded him of the forge back home when Pa pushed the bellows too hard and the coals went white.
    

    
      
    

    
           He pulled the black tome from his pack and opened it to the marked page. The map was hand-drawn in faded ink, detailed enough to be useful, old enough to make him nervous. Landmarks labeled in cramped script. The Sulfur Flats. The Steaming Traverse. The Vent Fields, where the text simply read: "
      Here be Dragon's Breath. Harvest with extreme caution or do not harvest at all."
    

    
      
    

    
      The route climbed northeast from the Mistwood's edge, skirting the Sulfur Flats, ascending through a series of rocky switchbacks to the Vent Fields above. Nicodemo estimated four hours of climbing for an experienced mountaineer. Akilliz was not an experienced mountaineer. But he'd climbed Frosthelm at thirteen in a snowstorm to save his mother, and the potion was still singing in his blood, making his legs feel like coiled springs.
    

    
      
    

    
      He started climbing.
    

    
      
    

    
      The slope was gentle at first. Loose scree over old lava flows, the ground dark and cracked in patterns that reminded him of dried mud in a riverbed. Heat rose through the soles of his boots in patches, warm here, cool there, no pattern he could discern.
    

    
      
    

    
      Within an hour the gentle slope became a proper incline. The switchbacks appeared where the map said they would, carved into the rock by centuries of passage. Not a path exactly. More like a suggestion left behind by people who'd walked this way before and survived.
    

    
      
    

    
      The fissures grew wider and the steam grew thicker. Twice he had to detour around vents that belched water hot enough to raise blisters from ten feet away. He watched, wide-eyed, as the spray hissed on the stone and left wet stains that evaporated in seconds.
    

    
      
    

    
      Two hours of steady climbing. The landscape shifted as he gained elevation. Then, twenty paces ahead, a thin ribbon of orange light appeared in a crack — magma visible just below the surface, close enough to feel.
    

    
      
    

    
      Worth noting in Nicodemo's margins. 
      Magma flow, surface level, 200 paces above third switchback
      . The tome said nothing about surface magma here. Either the flows had shifted since his time, or Nicodemo hadn't climbed this high.
    

    
      
    

    
      Neither option was comforting.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Sulfur Flats announced themselves before he reached them. The smell hit first — thick and sharp, the kind that burned the inside of your nose and left a metallic taste at the back of your throat. Then the color. The ground ahead turned yellow, bright sulfurous yellow, crusted and crystalline, stretching across a shallow depression maybe a hundred paces wide.
    

    
      
    

    
      The map said to skirt the eastern edge. Nicodemo had underlined the instruction twice and added "
      Do not cross. Unseen hazard
      ." Akilliz angled east, picking his way along the depression's rim where dark rock met yellow crust.
    

    
      
    

    
      So far his journey had gone beautifully. Every sense heightened, every detail sharp. He could see the individual crystal structures in the sulfur deposits. Could hear the soft, continuous hiss of gas escaping through a thousand tiny fissures. He felt the heat radiating from the flats in waves that made the air shimmer.
    

    
      
    

    
      Halfway around the eastern edge, the lightheadedness started.
    

    
      
    

    
      Subtle at first. A faint softening at the edges of his vision, like looking through glass that hadn't been cleaned properly. He blinked it away. Kept walking. The softening came back stronger. His thoughts, which had been running clean and fast, began to stutter. He lost the thread of what he'd been thinking about and couldn't remember what it was.
    

    
      
    

    
      Something was wrong.
    

    
      
    

    
      The potion was still active. He could feel it humming in his veins, keeping his heart rate steady, suppressing the fatigue signals his body wanted to send. But his head felt thick. Heavy. Like his skull was filling with warm water.
    

    
      
    

    
      Pa's old stories surfaced from somewhere deep. Tales about miners near Frosthelm's rare earth deposits. Invisible pockets of gas that pooled in low areas, heavier than air. Odorless sometimes, or masked by stronger smells. The miners called it dead air. You didn't know you were breathing it until your legs gave out, and by then it was too late to climb.
    

    
      
    

    
      A depression. The Sulfur Flats were a bowl. Gas would pool here, invisible, settling into the lowest ground like water filling a basin.
    

    
      
    

    
      The potion had masked the early symptoms. No headache warning. No nausea warning or racing pulse to tell him his blood was starving for oxygen. It had suppressed every signal his body tried to send.
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned uphill and climbed.
    

    
      
    

    
      His legs moved but the ground seemed to stretch ahead of him, the slope growing steeper with every step. His vision narrowed to a tunnel. The yellow crust blurred into the dark rock and both blurred into each other until the world was just shapes and the shapes were melting.
    

    
      
    

    
      He fell. Hands on stone. Hot stone. The heat jolted through his palms and into his brain like a slap, and for one sharp moment everything was clear again. He pushed himself up and climbed. Hand over hand on the rock face, abandoning the path, just going up because up was away from the gas and away from the gas was alive.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ten feet. Twenty. Thirty.
    

    
      
    

    
      The air changed — he felt it in his lungs first. It came with sudden richness, like surfacing from deep water. Oxygen flooding back in, his vision snapping wide. The tunnel collapsed outward and the world returned in a rush of color and sound. He was on his hands and knees on a rock ledge above the Sulfur Flats, gasping, his heart finally hammering the way it should have been for the last five minutes.
    

    
      
    

    
      The potion had nearly killed him. Not by failing. By succeeding — doing exactly what it was designed to do, which was suppress every distress signal his body produced. In a place where distress signals meant the difference between climbing to safety and lying down in poison air and never getting up.
    

    
      
    

    
      He sat on the ledge for a long time after his breathing steadied. Looking down at the yellow flats below. They looked peaceful from here. Warm and bright and completely lethal.
    

    
      
    

    
      The thing keeping me going is also the thing that's going to kill me
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      He wasn't sure if the thought was about the potion or about Taimon. Maybe there wasn't a difference anymore.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Vent Fields were beautiful in the way that dangerous things often are.
    

    
      
    

    
      The ground here was fractured into a maze of cracks and fissures, some wide enough to swallow a person whole. Steam rose in thick columns that climbed fifty feet before the wind sheared them apart. The rock between the fissures glowed from beneath, orange and red light bleeding up through the stone like veins of fire in the mountain's skin.
    

    
      
    

    
      And there, growing from the edges of the largest vents where superheated air met the cold mountain atmosphere, were the Dragon's Breath plants.
    

    
      
    

    
      Extraordinary.
    

    
      
    

    
      Deep red stems thick as his thumb, rising from cracks in the rock where no other living thing could survive. Their leaves were dark, almost black, edged with a fine shimmer of gold that caught the steam's diffused light. Each plant bore a single flower at its apex — a tight complex bloom of overlapping petals that shimmered with visible heat, the air around them distorting and bending the way air bends above a forge.
    

    
      
    

    
      Seven plants in the immediate area. Three were too small. Two were positioned over vents too active to approach. Two would be accessible — mature specimens growing from the lip of a wide, relatively stable fissure where the steam rose in a gentle, continuous curtain rather than violent eruptions.
    

    
      
    

    
      He chose the larger of the two and set down his pack on stable ground.
    

    
      
    

    
      Time to work.
    

    
      
    

    
      The tome's harvesting instructions were specific. Cut at the base in a single motion. Approximately three seconds before the volatile compounds reacted with open air. Vessels must be lined with fire ash and sealed promptly. Nicodemo noted, almost casually, that three of his colleagues had died learning this.
    

    
      
    

    
      But first, Soul's Breath.
    

    
      
    

    
      A flat section of stone became his workstation. He laid out supplies with methodical care. Mortar. Pestle. The three vials of Mistwood dew, their sapphire light steady and clean against the volcanic rock's angry glow. Base tincture. Dried Vyr'elthar leaves, their silver veins still visible even crumbled. A pinch of chamomile and feverfew. His smallest copper pot balanced on a ring of stones over a natural heat vent that provided steady, controllable warmth.
    

    
      
    

    
      The recipe lived in his bones.
    

    
      
    

    
      Soul's Breath wasn't just a potion. It was a prayer made liquid. Every step was an act of faith.
    

    
      
    

    
      Mistwood dew went in first, poured in slow deliberate spirals, the beads merging alive in the copper pot. The sapphire liquid caught the volcanic glow from below and threw pale blue light across his hands. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Vyr'elthar came next, ground coarse. Two generous pinches, the silver veins releasing their sharp piney bite as the leaves broke under the pestle. Feverfew followed, to cut illness at its core. The powder dissolved slowly, stirred until it cleared. He lowered the pot toward the vent's heat, counting breaths the way Eryndor had taught him. Slow and even.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he hummed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ma's three-note tune. The one that made plants grow and potions true. The notes rose from his chest and filled the Vent Fields. The steam seemed to lean toward him. The Dragon's Breath flowers pulsed in their heated shimmer, as if responding to a frequency they recognized.
    

    
      
    

    
      No demon or borrowed knowledge. Just the simple art of watching, learning, and failing only to try again. He read the liquid's surface tension, feeling the exact moment the mixture wanted to turn. Adjusting by pure instinct, he added a thread of base tincture in three measures, stirring counterclockwise. The liquid shifted.
    

    
      
    

    
      It came gradually. Not the violent surge of a forced reaction but the slow, steady brightening of something finding its true form. Silver streaks warming to ocean blue. The whole pot glowing with a light that had nothing to do with the volcanic vent beneath it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sapphire. True sapphire, luminous and alive.
    

    
      
    

    
      A perfect brew.
    

    
      
    

    
      The first measure tasted the way it always did. Fresh mountain water, cool and perfect, with a faint sweetness like spring honey and morning dew. Warmth spread through him like an embrace, healing the small hurts he'd collected on the climb. The scrapes on his palms sealed shut. The ache in his lungs from the sulfur gas dissolved like mist.
    

    
      
    

    
      His left arm didn't change. The corruption sat unmoved beneath gray skin, black veins pulsing their own rhythm. The potion couldn't undo what was chosen. He'd learned that lesson already.
    

    
      
    

    
      He closed his eyes and for one moment he was in Ma's kitchen. He could smell the cinnamon and hear her humming. He swore he could feel the sunlight on his face.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he opened his eyes and he was alone on a volcanic mountain with a demon in his chest and a harvest that could kill him.
    

    
      
    

    
      But the potion was perfect and he'd made it himself.
    

    
      
    

    
      The treated vial took careful preparation. Volcanic ash scraped from the fissure's edge, mixed with a binding agent, then worked into a thin paste. He poured it into the vial and rolled it between his palms until the mixture coated the interior walls in an even layer. Next it went over the heat vent to cure, while he continued turning it steadily and watched the paste harden from wet gray to dry black.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was fragile. One hard knock would crack the lining and ruin the seal. But it would hold long enough if he was careful.
    

    
      
    

    
      The steam vent's cycles needed timing. Every four minutes, the gentle curtain of steam intensified into a harder blast that lasted roughly thirty seconds before settling back. He'd need to approach during the calm phase and complete the harvest before the next blast.
    

    
      
    

    
      Four minutes. Cut, transfer, seal. Three seconds between cut and ignition.
    

    
      
    

    
      Two cycles passed while he watched, confirming the pattern. Consistent. Four minutes of calm. Thirty seconds of blast.
    

    
      
    

    
      The blast phase ended. The steam settled to its gentle curtain.
    

    
      
    

    
      He moved.
    

    
      
    

    
      The heat hit him three feet from the plant. Dry and enormous, like stepping into the mouth of a furnace. He could feel his hair curling and his skin tightening. His left hand, the corrupted one, touched the stem first. The heat didn't bother the gray skin. His right hand, hovering near the flower, was screaming with heat. The left felt warm. Almost comfortable. The corruption was insulating him somehow.
    

    
      
    

    
      A grip on the stem with his left hand. The knife came up with his right. Clean cut. Single motion.
    

    
      
    

    
      The stem severed. The volatile reaction began immediately, a faint hiss as the cut surface met open air. Three seconds.
    

    
      
    

    
      He reached for the treated vial with his right hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      The ground shook.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not the gentle tremor he'd felt during the climb. A sudden, violent lurch that shifted the rock beneath his feet. A geyser erupted forty feet to his south, a column of boiling water and steam that shot into the sky with a sound like a cannon. The shockwave hit him sideways.
    

    
      
    

    
      His hand slipped.
    

    
      
    

    
      The cut stem tilted in his grip. The volatile compounds caught air for too long — just a fraction of a second — and the reaction went critical. The flower ignited with a sharp pop and a burst of heat that seared his right hand from palm to fingertips.
    

    
      
    

    
      He dropped the burning stem and threw himself backward screaming. The plant hit the ground and flared, a brief intense blaze of red and gold that consumed the specimen in seconds, leaving nothing but a black scorch mark and the smell of something chemical and acrid.
    

    
      
    

    
      His right hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      Cradled against his chest. The skin across his palm and fingers bright red, already blistering. The pain arrived a moment later — a deep, throbbing burn that radiated up his wrist and made his vision pulse white at the edges. It was his good hand. His brewing hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      He sat down hard on the volcanic rock and drank the Soul's Breath. The sapphire liquid did its work immediately. Pain eased. Blisters stopped spreading, then reversed. New skin formed, pink and whole. He looked at both hands. One corrupted. One healed. Neither what they'd been a month ago.
    

    
      
    

    
      The scorch mark told the rest of the story. One attempt gone. One vial cracked from the concussive blast. Enough supplies for one more try.
    

    
      
    

    
      The math was not comforting.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was supposed to be heading back by now. Instead he was sitting on volcanic rock with one attempt left and the understanding settling into him like cold water — this was not going to be the quick trip he'd promised Sylvara.
    

    
      
    

    
      The spheres in his pack caught his eye. Each one contained a promise and a poison. If he took one now it would buy him the clarity to prepare the vial and attempt the harvest.
    

    
      
    

    
      But the sulfur gas had nearly killed him because the potion hid the warning signs. The hand burn had happened because the geyser caught him in a moment of chemical overconfidence.
    

    
      
    

    
      Pattern recognition. Ma's voice in his head. 
      When the same mistake shows up twice, Aki, it's not bad luck. It's a lesson you haven't learned yet.
    

    
      
    

    
      The sphere went back in the pack.
    

    
      
    

    
      He would prepare the vial without acceleration. Slowly and carefully, feeling every ache and limitation so he knew exactly what he could and couldn't do. Then he would rest. Not sleep — he would not sleep on this mountain. But he would sit, eat what remained of his rations, and let his body recover what it could before the attempt.
    

    
      
    

    
      His water was running low. The volcanic slopes had nothing safe to drink without treatment he didn't have time to perform.
    

    
      
    

    
      The second treated vial took shape by the light of his bottled flame and the ambient glow of magma seeping through cracks in the rock. Slow work. Careful work. Testing his hand's grip on the mortar, on the glass rod, on the knife. He pressed his thumb firmly. So far, the fingers held steady because the Soul's Breath had done its job.
    

    
      
    

    
      Night deepened around him. The Vent Fields transformed. Magma flows that had been invisible in daylight became bright rivers of orange light, threading through the cracks like the mountain's circulatory system laid bare. Geysers erupted at intervals, their steam columns catching the glow from below and turning into pillars of amber and gold. The Dragon's Breath flowers pulsed in their heated shimmer.
    

    
      
    

    
      Hellishly beautiful.
    

    
      
    

    
      He sat alone in the middle of it and thought about Nicodemo's passage on solo harvesting. The old alchemists had worked in pairs. One to cut, one to seal. The volatile window was too narrow for a single person to do both safely. Nicodemo's method for solo harvest involved a clamp mechanism that held the treated vial at the stem's base so the plant dropped directly into the vessel when cut.
    

    
      
    

    
      No clamp. Not the materials to build one properly.
    

    
      
    

    
      But he had climbing rope and the cracked vial's metal seal ring, which was also the right diameter to grip a stem. He had cord, a steady left hand, and a brain that had spent time learning to make something from nothing in Sylvara's workshop.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The rig was crude. A loop of climbing cord around the treated vial, cinched tight. The metal ring attached to the cord's end, bent into an open clamp that could grip the stem just above the cut point. The whole assembly was designed to hang from the plant itself so that when the stem was severed, the weight of the cut section would pull it downward directly into the vial's mouth.
    

    
      
    

    
      Gravity as an assistant. Not elegant. But physics didn't care about elegance.
    

    
      
    

    
      The first test used a dead stem he'd found near the scorch mark. Hung it. Made the cut. The stem dropped into the vial's mouth with a satisfying clink. Not perfectly centered, but it landed inside.
    

    
      
    

    
      Six more tests followed. He adjusted the cord length and widened the clamp. By the seventh, the stem dropped true every time.
    

    
      
    

    
      He sat back and looked at the rig in his hands. It was ugly but functional. Built from scraps and ingenuity and the kind of stubborn refusal to die that Ma had always said was his best and worst quality.
    

    
      
    

    
      Just a boy who'd learned to brew with nothing and make something from less.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dawn was coming. The eastern sky shifted from black to gray. The mountain's magma glow faded as ambient light crept back in. The Dragon's Breath flowers were still there, pulsing in their heated shimmer, waiting.
    

    
      
    

    
      One final check. The treated vial was prepared and lined. Harvesting rig, was tested and true. Knife, he'd sharpened on volcanic stone until it sang. Soul's Breath, and the acceleration spheres he hadn't touched.
    

    
      
    

    
      His right hand tingled faintly. His left arm pulsed with the mountain's heartbeat. His body ached with the accumulated weight of days without proper sleep.
    

    
      
    

    
      One attempt. One specimen. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He stood, picked up his rig, and walked toward the remaining Dragon's Breath.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 35: Dragon's Breath
    

    
      
    

    
           Dusk turned the steam columns pale gold. The mountain breathed slow and steady around him, its vents cycling with the same rhythm he'd been counting all night. Four minutes calm. Thirty seconds blast. The pattern hadn't changed.
    

    
      
    

    
           Akilliz approached the last Dragon's Breath specimen with his rig in one hand and his knife in the other. The treated vial hung from the cord assembly, swinging gently. The metal clamp waited to grip the stem. Gravity would do the rest.
    

    
      
    

    
           The heat was the same as before. Dry and enormous. The corruption on his left hand barely registered it while his right hand felt every degree. But both hands were steady. The Soul's Breath had healed him true and the acceleration potion had started to fade, leaving him raw and feeling every ache the mountain had given him.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was better this way. Feel the mountain, read its rhythm. Don't fight it. Work with it.
    

    
      
    

    
      The blast phase ended. Steam settled to its gentle curtain.
    

    
      
    

    
      He moved in.
    

    
      
    

    
      Three feet from the plant. The shimmer of heat distortion made the flower dance in his vision. He reached out with his left hand and fitted the metal clamp around the stem, just above where he'd make the cut. The treated vial dangled beneath, mouth open, waiting. The cord was taut. The angle was right.
    

    
      
    

    
      Two feet. The heat pressed against his face like a suffocating blanket. Sweat ran into his eyes, he blinked it away and brought the knife up to the base of the stem.
    

    
      
    

    
      One clean cut. The rig does the rest. Trust the physics
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      He cut.
    

    
      
    

    
      The blade bit through the stem but not cleanly. The angle was wrong, off by a fraction. Instead of severing in a single motion, the knife caught on the plant's dense inner fibers and twisted. The stem split instead of separating. One half dropped toward the vial. The other half swung outward, its cut surface spraying volatile fluid in a fine mist that caught the vent's heat and ignited instantly.
    

    
      
    

    
      The explosion was worse than the first.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not a pop. A concussive blast that threw him backward off his feet and slammed him onto volcanic rock. The world went white, orange, a searing blinding brightness that burned through his closed eyelids and scorched across his face like a wave of liquid fire.
    

    
      
    

    
      He screamed but couldn't hear it. His ears were ringing, a high-pitched whine that swallowed every other sound. His hands flew to his eyes and the skin they touched was hot and raw and weeping.
    

    
      
    

    
      He rolled onto his side. Tried to open his eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      Light. Blinding, formless light. No shapes. No color. Just a white-hot nothing that sent pain lancing through his skull.
    

    
      
    

    
      He squeezed them shut again. The pain didn't stop. It lived behind his eyelids now, a deep throbbing heat that pulsed in time with his heartbeat.
    

    
      
    

    
      Breathe. Just breathe. The Soul's Breath is in your pack. You brewed it yourself. It's twenty feet behind you on stable rock. Just get to the pack.
    

    
      
    

    
      He crawled.
    

    
      
    

    
      Hands on stone, feeling his way forward. The volcanic rock was hot in places, cool in others. He couldn't see which was which. Couldn't see anything. The world was gone, replaced by white noise and searing pain and the rough texture of stone beneath his palms.
    

    
      
    

    
      His left hand, the corrupted one, felt more than his right. The gray skin transmitted texture and temperature with a clarity that his burned human skin couldn't match. He used it like a blind man's cane, sweeping ahead, finding edges and gaps.
    

    
      
    

    
      The ground trembled.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not the steady breathing of the vents. Something deeper. The rock shifted beneath him. He heard the sound of something sliding, scraping, heavy objects moving across stone.
    

    
      
    

    
      His pack. Everything he'd set up on what he'd thought was stable ground.
    

    
      
    

    
      He crawled faster. His knee caught on a crack and he pitched forward, catching himself on his forearms. He kept going. Following the memory of where he'd left his supplies, counting paces on his hands and knees.
    

    
      
    

    
      His fingers found the pack's strap. He pulled it toward him. It came heavy and wrong, the weight shifted, something inside clinking and grinding in a way that made his stomach drop.
    

    
      
    

    
      He opened the main compartment by feel. His fingers found the cloth wrapping where the Soul's Breath vials had been cushioned.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wet cloth. Sharp edges.
    

    
      
    

    
      No. No, no, no.
    

    
      
    

    
      He pulled the cloth out. Glass fragments fell onto the rock, tinkling like tiny bells. The sapphire liquid had soaked into the padding, into the dried herbs, into everything. Gone. Absorbed by cloth and stone and wasted on supplies that didn't need healing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Both vials shattered. He felt through the wreckage with the desperate precision of a man looking for a pulse. Glass bit into his thumb. He didn't care.
    

    
      
    

    
      There. Something small.
    

    
      
    

    
      A vial cap, upside down, caught in a fold of cloth. He lifted it with trembling fingers. Liquid shifted inside it — the tiniest pool, barely enough to fill a thimble. He brought it close to his face and caught the scent. Clean. Pure. Mountain air before dawn.
    

    
      
    

    
      Soul's Breath. A sip. Maybe less.
    

    
      
    

    
      He drank it like a dying man.
    

    
      
    

    
      The warmth spread thin. Not the full embrace of a proper measure but a ghost of it, a whisper of healing that touched the worst of the damage and couldn't quite finish the job. The searing pain across his face eased from agony to something merely terrible. The burns on his right arm cooled. The deep tissue damage in his eyes shifted, loosened, changed.
    

    
      
    

    
      He opened his eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      Shapes. Blurred and formless, like looking through water-stained glass. The world was smears of color — dark here, glowing red there, the faintest suggestion of structure in the rocks around him. No detail or depth. Just enough to tell light from dark and danger from safety.
    

    
      
    

    
      He could see. Barely. Enough to move without crawling.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then, from somewhere down the mountain, a wolf howled.
    

    
      
    

    
      The sound cut through the ringing in his ears like a blade. Long and rising. The kind of howl that carried for miles and told everything that heard it exactly where the prey was.
    

    
      
    

    
      His blood went cold. Back home on Frosthelm, the wolf had stopped and backed away. It bowed its head because Taimon was there, and the mountain's creatures recognized their master's mark.
    

    
      
    

    
      That was a long time ago.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was terrified.
    

    
      
    

    
      Focus. Think. What do I have?
    

    
      
    

    
      He dug through the pack by feel and blurred sight. Frostbane still strapped across his back. The spheres were also intact. He still had a bottle of acceleration base, he dropped a sphere in and drank.
    

    
      
    

    
      The euphoria hit and the world sharpened just enough to matter. His thoughts cleared. The pain organized itself into a list he could manage. Burns on his face and right arm. Eyes damaged, vision almost nothing. Ears still ringing but functional. His left arm, chest, and leg unburned — the corruption had insulated them the same way it had insulated his hand during the first harvest.
    

    
      
    

    
      Taimon's territory was the only part of him that still worked properly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Another howl. Closer. And beneath it, others answering.
    

    
      
    

    
      Give me your eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      The voice came soft and subtle. The way you'd offer a coat to someone standing in the rain.
    

    
      
    

    
      I can let you see, child. Through rock and stone, into hearts and minds. I have been holding the change at bay, waiting for you to be ready. Let us finish what the mountain started.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No."
    

    
      
    

    
      The word came out cracked and raw, his throat scorched from the blast. He pushed himself standing. He swayed but steadied. Frostbane's weight across his back was an anchor. He could navigate by color, by heat, by sound. He'd climbed Frosthelm blind in a snowstorm at thirteen.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was not thirteen anymore.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz started walking. Slow, careful steps, testing each one before committing his weight. Dark shapes meant safe stone. Red glow meant danger. The blurred world swam around him as he picked his way between vents, steam brushing his skin like wet breath.
    

    
      
    

    
      A third howl. Very close now. Below him. Between him and the tree line.
    

    
      
    

    
      His hand found Frostbane's hilt. He drew the blade. The familiar weight settled into his left hand, the corrupted one, because that was the hand that worked. The bottled flame, he unhooked from his belt and uncorked it, flame rose steady from the neck, casting warm light that his damaged eyes could just barely resolve into shape and shadow.
    

    
      
    

    
      The first one appeared as a dark blur moving fast between the rocks. Low to the ground. Silent. It circled left and he turned with it, he raised Frostbane high, the bottled flame held out like a torch.
    

    
      
    

    
      A second blur, right side. Flanking.
    

    
      
    

    
      Three more materialized behind the first two. Five total. Moving in that patient, coordinated way that said they'd hunted together before and the thing in the middle always died.
    

    
      
    

    
      The closest one lunged. Frostbane caught it mid-leap — Taimon's strength driving the blade through fur and muscle. The wolf yelped and fell sideways, wounded enough to pull back. The others didn't flinch, instead they tightened the circle.
    

    
      
    

    
      He swung the bottled flame at the one on his right. The wolf dodged back. He swung again and his burned hand spasmed. The bottle slipped.
    

    
      
    

    
      It hit the rock and shattered.
    

    
      
    

    
      Liquid fire spilled across the volcanic stone in a bright orange pool that ignited immediately, spreading in a thin sheet of flame. The wolves backed away. Two feet. Three. Buying him space.
    

    
      
    

    
      In the flickering light, the shapes resolved just enough. Five wolves, slate gray, larger than any natural animal. Eyes that caught the firelight wrong, reflecting it a sickly yellow. The broken bottle's base lay among the shards — thick glass with the dwarven rune etched into its underside. He pocketed it as a spare weapon if it came to that.
    

    
      
    

    
      The fire was dying. Maybe minutes while it consumed the bottled liquid. After that, nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      The fire guttered.
    

    
      
    

    
      A wolf lunged from the left. He swung Frostbane and the blade connected but the angle was wrong, slicing across the wolf's shoulder instead of its neck. It sank its teeth into his right forearm. He drove his knee into its ribs and it released, stumbling back.
    

    
      
    

    
      A second wolf hit him from behind. Jaws clamping onto his right calf. He went down hard, the volcanic rock slamming into his burned face, and the world went from dim to black for one terrible second before the acceleration potion dragged him back. He twisted and drove Frostbane backward into the wolf on his leg. It released with a shriek.
    

    
      
    

    
      On his feet again, barely.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz right arm was hanging limp, blood running from forearm to fingers. Right leg was now buckling, the bite deep enough to scrape bone. He raised his left arm with Frostbane catching the last of the firelight.
    

    
      
    

    
      Three wolves were still standing. He could feel the desperation in the way his right leg wouldn't hold weight, in the way his vision was narrowing again. One more lunge and he'd go down. And once he was down, he wasn't getting up.
    

    
      
    

    
      You know what you need to do.
    

    
      
    

    
      Taimon's voice was warm again. The voice of the only friend left in a room where everyone else had gone home.
    

    
      
    

    
      Give me your eyes and I will let you see. Give me your legs and I will let you stand. Give me the rest, and I will save your life.
    

    
      
    

    
      The wolves circled. One feinted forward. Akilliz swung and missed, the blade cutting air. His right leg gave out and he dropped to one knee. Frostbane's point braced against the ground, the only thing keeping him from falling completely.
    

    
      
    

    
      Blood pooled beneath him. The wolves could smell it. He could hear the wet clicking of their jaws working.
    

    
      
    

    
      If you refuse, you will die on this mountain. And everything you've suffered will have been for nothing. Your mother's death. The girl's love. The potion you brewed. All of it, wasted. Because you were too proud to accept what you already are.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm not..." His voice was barely a whisper. "I'm not going to die here."
    

    
      
    

    
      You're bleeding on a mountain with wolves at your throat. You are dying.
    

    
      
    

    
      A wolf lunged as he raised Frostbane. It was too slow. Jaws closed on his right shoulder and the weight drove him flat onto his back. He screamed as teeth sank in, feeling the wolf's hot breath against his neck, feeling its body press down on his chest, and for one crystal clear moment he was thirteen again, in the snow, with the demon wolf above him and death one bite away.
    

    
      
    

    
      Except this time no one was coming to save him. No last-second miracle or pact he hadn't already made.
    

    
      
    

    
      There was only Taimon. There had only ever been Taimon.
    

    
      
    

    
      The other wolves moved in. He could feel them gathering close. Their heat, their breath, the patience running out.
    

    
      
    

    
      "
      Take it."
       The words came out choked, pressed through a throat pinned under wolf weight, spoken to the demon inside him while the mountain listened. "
      Take everything. I can't die here. Not yet."
    

    
      
    

    
      Taimon answered with warmth.
    

    
      
    

    
      The wolf on his chest went rigid.
    

    
      
    

    
      Every muscle in its body locked. Its jaws released his shoulder. Its sick yellow eyes, inches from his face, went wide with something that looked nothing like hunger.
    

    
      
    

    
      It looked like recognition.
    

    
      
    

    
      The wolf stepped off him. Slowly, carefully. The way a dog backs away from something much larger than itself. It lowered its head. Tucked its tail and retreated five steps to sit.
    

    
      
    

    
      The others followed. One by one. Jaws closing and bodies lowering. Five wolves, spread in a loose semicircle, sitting on volcanic rock in the early morning light, tongues lolling, watching him with eyes that had gone from predatory to submissive.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz lay on his back. Staring at the sky he couldn't see.
    

    
      
    

    
      Something was happening inside him. Not the sudden violence of the pact on Frosthelm or the slow creep of corruption he'd grown used to. This was different. This was Taimon unfolding. Like a fist that had been clenched inside his chest was finally opening its fingers, and each finger reached into a different part of him.
    

    
      
    

    
      His eyes first.
    

    
      
    

    
      The blurred nothing sharpened. Color returned, but not the colors he knew. The sky wasn't blue. It was a gradient of heat — cool purple at the zenith shading to warm amber at the horizon. The volcanic rock wasn't gray and black. It was alive with thermal patterns, rivers of deep red flowing beneath surfaces of cooling blue, the mountain's entire circulatory system visible in a way that no human eye had ever seen.
    

    
      
    

    
      The wolves blazed. Bright shapes of orange and white heat against the cooler stone, their hearts glowing like small furnaces in their chests. He could see the blood moving through their bodies. Could see the wound on the one he'd cut, the damaged tissue cooler than the flesh around it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then his legs.
    

    
      
    

    
      The torn calf muscle tightened. Not healing but reinforcing. The corruption began spreading down from his thigh, gray skin flowing over the wound like water filling a channel, black veins threading through the damaged muscle and pulling it taut. The pain became something more distant, more manageable, as if the nerves themselves were being rewired to report to a different authority.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stood. Not because he chose to. His legs straightened beneath him, Taimon lifting him the way a puppeteer lifts a marionette, and his body rose from the bloody rock with a smoothness that had nothing to do with his own will.
    

    
      
    

    
      His right arm hung at his side. The wolf bite was deep, the shoulder torn. The corruption hadn't reached that arm yet. It was still his. Still human and damaged.
    

    
      
    

    
      Taimon didn't touch it, he left it hanging. A reminder of what belonged to whom.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stood on the volcanic slope in the gray dawn, Frostbane in his left hand, wolf blood on the blade, his own blood soaking his right side. Five wolves sat before him like obedient hounds. The world blazed in heat and color that shook him to his core.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then his head turned.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not because he told it to. His neck rotated smoothly to the left, his new eyes focusing on a massive boulder twenty feet away. The heat vision shifted, deepened, and the boulder became transparent — not invisible, just less solid. He could see through the rock the way you could see through murky water, shapes resolving in the density beyond.
    

    
      
    

    
      Three Dragon's Breath plants. Growing in a protected alcove on the boulder's far side, fed by a deep vent that ran straight down to the mountain's core. Large specimens. Mature. Their stems thick with pulsing red lines that his old eyes had never been able to see.
    

    
      
    

    
      His legs carried him forward. Around the boulder, steady and sure, stepping over fissures with a confidence that didn't belong to him. The wolves parted to let him pass.
    

    
      
    

    
      The plants were different through dark elf eyes. Not just flowers and stems, they were living systems, each one a complex network of internal channels and circulatory paths. The red lines pumped through the stem in a slow, steady rhythm — the volatile compound flowing through dedicated veins inside the plant like blood through arteries.
    

    
      
    

    
      He watched it pulse. Watched the flow pattern, the way it moved from roots to flower and back again, a closed circuit of volatile chemistry.
    

    
      
    

    
      His hand reached out. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Two fingers found the main vein where it ran close to the surface, just above the base of the stem. The gray skin pressed down firm and precise. The way you'd pinch a garden hose to stop the flow.
    

    
      
    

    
      The red line went still above the pinch point. The volatile compound stopped moving, trapped below his fingers. The upper stem went dark, its circulation cut.
    

    
      
    

    
      The knife was already in his left hand — Taimon had moved it there without asking, Frostbane sheathed in a motion Akilliz didn't remember making.
    

    
      
    

    
      The blade cut through the stem above the pinch point. Clean. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The cut surface met open air.
    

    
      
    

    
      One second. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six.
    

    
      
    

    
      Nothing. No hiss, reaction or ignition. The volatile compound was trapped below the pinch, and the upper stem held nothing but inert plant matter. The Dragon's Breath specimen sat in his corrupted hand, still and harmless, its petals shimmering with residual heat but showing no sign of the deadly reaction that had burned him twice and killed three of Nicodemo's colleagues.
    

    
      
    

    
      The treated vial came from his pack. His right hand found it, fingers just functional enough to hold it steady while his left hand placed the specimen inside. The vial sealed perfectly. The Dragon's Breath glowed faintly through the dark glass, captured and contained.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stood there holding it. A boy on a mountain, holding the thing he'd come for, in a body that was no longer entirely his.
    

    
      
    

    
      Taimon laughed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Low, warm and satisfied, the sound rolling through Akilliz's chest like distant thunder. It was the laugh of someone who had waited a very long time for something inevitable to finally arrive.
    

    
      
    

    
      And somewhere deep inside his own skull, behind eyes that glowed faintly red in the morning light, Akilliz understood that the price of survival was always the same.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was everything.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 36: Aftermath
    

    
      
    

    
           Akilliz watched himself walk through the Mistwood.
    

    
      
    

    
           His legs moved, his feet found the path, his body navigated the sapphire mist and the silver trunks with a fluid confidence that had nothing to do with him. Taimon drove and Akilliz rode, a passenger behind eyes that saw the forest in ways no human ever had.
    

    
      
    

    
           The Mistwood was alive through dark elven vision. Not just living, the way forests are living, with trees and moss and the slow work of roots. It was alive the way a body is alive. He could see the sap moving through the silver trunks, pale blue channels pumping nutrients from root to crown. Could see the mycorrhizal networks beneath the soil, vast webs of fungal thread connecting every tree to every other tree, pulsing with chemical signals that looked like faint light.
    

    
      
    

    
           Beautiful yet terrible. Not his to see.
    

    
      
    

    
      The forest knew it too. Trees seemed to lean away as he passed, their trunks shifting with slow deliberate motion, bark creaking. Creatures pressed themselves flat against the ground or retreated into burrows. A fox froze mid-step, stared at him with wide eyes, then bolted so fast it left a thermal streak in his vision. The sapphire mist thinned around him in a perfect circle, the forest's luminescence pulling back from his presence the way oil pulls back from soap.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Mistwood wasn't afraid of Akilliz. It was afraid of what was wearing him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then Taimon stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      No warning. No explanation. One moment the demon was in control and the next the strings were cut. Every muscle in Akilliz's body went slack at once, like a marionette dropped from a great height, and he crumpled onto the forest floor.
    

    
      
    

    
      Everything hit him.
    

    
      
    

    
      The exhaustion came first, a wave so enormous it felt physical, like being buried under wet sand. Then the pain. His right arm throbbed where the wolves had torn it. His right leg burned where teeth had scraped bone. His face ached with the memory of the explosion, the skin tight and tender even though the thimble of Soul's Breath had done its partial work. Underneath all of it, a deeper wrongness — the feeling of his body having been used by something else, muscles sore in ways that didn't match his own movements, joints aching from positions he hadn't chosen to hold.
    

    
      
    

    
      He lay on the moss and shook. Not crying yet. Just shaking, his body trying to process days of accumulated damage that Taimon had been holding at bay like a hand over a wound.
    

    
      
    

    
      Get up. Brew. Heal. Move.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ma's voice. Or maybe his own voice, using Ma's cadence because that was the voice that had always gotten him off the ground.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Mistwood dew was everywhere. Sapphire beads hanging from moss and leaf, the forest's gift to anyone who knew to look. He gathered them with trembling hands, pouring them into the one intact vial from his pack. His copper pot was dented but functional. Vyr'elthar. Feverfew. A pinch of chamomile, the last of it.
    

    
      
    

    
      The brewing was quick and rough. No careful workstation on stable rock or meticulous setup. Just a boy on the forest floor, heating dew over a small fire he built from dry moss and fallen branches, humming Ma's three-note tune through cracked lips while the liquid shifted from pale blue to something close enough to right. Not his best work and certainly not perfect. The stars didn't flicker in the depths the way they did when the brew was true.
    

    
      
    

    
      But it was Soul's Breath. And he drank the whole thing.
    

    
      
    

    
      The healing came fast and thorough. Wolf bites closing, torn muscle knitting, burned skin smoothing to pink and then to normal. The tightness across his face eased. His right leg straightened, the calf muscle whole again. His right arm, shoulder to fingertips, restored.
    

    
      
    

    
      He sat up and breathed, flexing his hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      The right one worked perfectly. Clean and healed and human, the skin pale and unmarked from wrist to fingertips. He turned it over.
    

    
      
    

    
      There. In the center of his palm.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra's mark.
    

    
      
    

    
      A faint circle, barely visible in normal light, but through the dark elf eyes it glowed with a soft white luminescence he hadn't been able to see before. The symbol the High Judiciar had marked him with. A sign that Luminael was still watching him.
    

    
      
    

    
      The corruption stopped at its edge.
    

    
      
    

    
      He could see it clearly now. The gray skin and black veins that covered his left side, his chest, his neck — had been spreading like a tide across the map of his body. The corruption lapped at its border the way water laps at a seawall. Pressing. Testing. Unable to cross the threshold of his right arm.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra's mark was holding.
    

    
      
    

    
      The woman who had watched him with calculating eyes since the day he arrived, her mark was the only thing standing between the corruption and the last clean part of him. His right arm. His brewing hand. The hand that had made Soul's Breath on a volcanic mountain without any demon's help.
    

    
      
    

    
      A sound came out of him. Not quite a sob. Something rawer, more fundamental, the noise a person makes when they discover that the thing protecting them was put there by someone they were afraid of.
    

    
      
    

    
      He pressed his right palm to his face and held it there and shook for a while.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he got up.
    

    
      
    

    
      She found him as he gathered his pack.
    

    
      
    

    
      A flash of purple light between the silver trunks, darting fast, the way she always moved when she was excited. Aura burst from the canopy in a spiral of opalescent shimmer, her tiny form radiating warmth and joy, wings humming with a frequency that tickled the edge of hearing. She'd felt him through the ring. Felt his distress and proximity, his return. And she'd come.
    

    
      
    

    
      She flew straight at him, trilling, her violet glow brightening with each wingbeat.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then she stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      Three feet away. Hovering. Her opalescent eyes went wide. The black streak in her left wing, the one he'd given her when his tainted healing saved her life and marked her forever, pulsed hard. She flinched. Her whole body contracted like she'd been stung.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aki..."
    

    
      
    

    
      The word entered mind to mind, faint and broken. But this time the brokenness wasn't the communication. It was her.
    

    
      
    

    
      She could feel what he'd become. The corruption wasn't just visible to fae. It was a presence, a weight, a wrongness that pressed against her the way the Mistwood's mist had pressed away from his body. Being near him hurt her. The black vein in her wing throbbed in sympathy with the black veins under his skin, and each throb made her wince.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Different,"
       she whispered into his mind. "
      Aki... so much dark. So much..."
    

    
      
    

    
      She couldn't finish. Her glow dimmed. Her wings slowed. She drifted backward, not by choice but by instinct, the way your hand pulls back from a hot surface before your brain decides to move it.
    

    
      
    

    
      He reached out his right hand. The clean one. The one Thalindra's mark protected.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aura. I'm still here. I'm still me."
    

    
      
    

    
      She looked at his hand, and looked at his eyes. The red tint in them that hadn't been there before. The subtle wrongness in his face, the sharpened features, the ear tips more pointed than any human's should be.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her tiny face crumpled. A sound came from her that wasn't words or speech, just pure fae grief transmitted directly into his mind like a bell struck too hard. She turned and flew — not fast, not fleeing, just retreating with the wounded slowness of something whose heart was breaking.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stood there with his hand out, reaching for a friend who couldn't bear to touch him.
    

    
      
    

    
      After a moment he lowered it. Shouldered his pack and started walking with a tear in his eye.
    

    
      
    

    
      A hundred yards later, he looked back.
    

    
      
    

    
      Purple light was still there. Faint and distant, moving through the trees on a parallel path, too far to touch, too loyal to leave.
    

    
      
    

    
      It broke his heart.
    

    
      
    

    
      He faced forward and kept walking.
    

    
      
    

    
      The stream was cold enough to make him gasp. He scrubbed his face, his hands, washed the dried blood from his right arm and the volcanic ash from his hair. His reflection stared up from the water and he looked away before the dark elf eyes could stare back.
    

    
      
    

    
      Cloak up. Collar high. Gloves on. Head down.
    

    
      
    

    
      Luminael's towers appeared through the Mistwood's edge, white stone catching the afternoon light. The walk from the tree line to the gate took twenty minutes and every step felt like a performance. He maintained a normal stride and a relaxed pace. Just a student coming back from an expedition. Nothing unusual or wrong.
    

    
      
    

    
      The guards at the gate glanced at him. One made a note on a ledger. Neither stopped him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Inside the walls, the city was already preparing for tomorrow. Banners hung from archways, silver and gold cloth catching the breeze. The air hummed with anticipation, the special energy that filled Luminael before a major celebration.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz kept his head down and walked.
    

    
      
    

    
      The dark elf eyes made it hard. Everything was too much. He could see the heat signatures of people through walls, warm orange shapes moving inside buildings. Could see the accumulated centuries of elven enchantment visible as a faint shimmering lattice that overlay every surface. The wards on the gates pulsed with a slow rhythm. The academy's towers glowed from within, their stones saturated with protective magic that his old eyes had never detected.
    

    
      
    

    
      Twice his head started to turn toward something, his neck rotating without his permission. Both times he caught it, fought it back, forced his gaze forward. Taimon's instincts were still threaded through his muscles. The demon wasn't driving but his fingerprints were everywhere — habits of attention and movement that didn't belong to Akilliz, embedded in the body's memory like a song you can't stop humming.
    

    
      
    

    
      He reached the workshop door and pushed it open.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara looked up from her bench. Her expression went through three changes in rapid succession. Surprise, concern, and something sharper. Assessment.
    

    
      
    

    
      "By the Nine, young light. You look like the mountain chewed you up and spat you out."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It tried."
    

    
      
    

    
      He crossed the workshop on legs that were starting to wobble. Set the Dragon's Breath specimen on her workbench. The sealed vial, dark glass, the plant glowing faintly red inside.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara picked it up. Held it to the light. Rotated it slowly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her hands stilled.
    

    
      
    

    
      She was examining the cut through the dark glass. Clean. No char. No volatility scarring. No evidence of the desperate three-second race that every Dragon's Breath harvest required. The stem looked like it had been severed at leisure, in perfect conditions, by someone who had all the time in the world.
    

    
      
    

    
      She looked at him. Her eyes were careful.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Remarkable specimen," she said. "Intact. Potent. The cut is..." She paused, choosing her word. "Unusual."
    

    
      
    

    
      He said nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      She set the vial down. "Your friends have been checking every few hours since yesterday. I gave them your letters." She studied him again, her gaze lingering on details he was trying to hide. Something about his eyes that made her brow furrow for just a moment before she smoothed it away. "But I think what you need right now is sleep, not visitors."
    

    
      
    

    
      "The offering," he started. "The Festival is—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Tomorrow. I know. And a raw specimen isn't an offering." She came around the bench and took his arm. The right one. Her grip was firm and warm yet not unkind. "Sleep first. Brew after. You're no good to anyone swaying on your feet."
    

    
      
    

    
      His legs chose that moment to prove her point. The wobble became a buckle and he sagged sideways. She caught him, surprisingly strong for her frame, and braced him against her shoulder.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Easy, my sprout. I've got you."
    

    
      
    

    
      She guided him out of the workshop and up the stairs to his room. Her arm around his back, his weight against her side. She didn't ask about the mountain. Didn't press about the harvest or his reddened eyes. Just walked with him in silence, steady and patient, the way you walk with someone who's been carrying too much for too long.
    

    
      
    

    
      His room was dim and cool. She eased him onto the bed. Pulled the blanket up. Her hand rested on his forehead for a moment, checking for fever. A gesture so maternal it made his throat close.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sleep," she said.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was gone before the door clicked shut.
    

    
      
    

    
      Voices pulled him back.
    

    
      
    

    
      "—could have been killed up there alone and we wouldn't have even known—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Kael, keep your voice down, he's—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "No, I won't keep my voice down. He snuck out without telling us, went up a volcanic mountain by himself, and came back looking like—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Like what?" Akilliz's voice came out rough and thin. He opened his eyes. Late afternoon light angled through the window. Lirien sat at the foot of his bed, her auburn hair loose, expression caught between relief and something fragile. Kael stood by the door, arms crossed, his jaw set the way it set when he was angry because he'd been scared.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Like death warmed over," Kael said. "Your skin's the wrong color. Your ears are—" He stopped. Squinted. "Have your ears always been that...?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mountain herbs. Some of them have side effects. Temporary."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael studied him with the suspicious look of someone who didn't believe a word but didn't have enough evidence to push. Lirien said nothing. Her eyes moved over his face, his hands, the subtle changes that sleep hadn't erased. She was cataloguing. She didn't challenge the lie either. But she didn't believe it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You should have told us," Kael said. Quieter now. The anger bleeding out, leaving something softer underneath. "We would have come."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then why didn't you ask?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Because what happened on that mountain wasn't something they could have survived. And he wasn't sure he should have either.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It was something I needed to do alone."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael held his gaze for a long moment. Then he uncrossed his arms. Crossed the room. Clapped Akilliz's shoulder with a grip that was half affection and half warning.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Rest tonight. Third bell tomorrow, the whole city celebrates. You're not missing it." He glanced at Lirien. Held the look a beat too long. Then left, pulling the door shut behind him with exaggerated care.
    

    
      
    

    
      The room went quiet.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien moved from the foot of the bed to the chair beside it. She didn't speak. Just reached out and took his right hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      The clean one.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her fingers laced through his, warm and steady, and her thumb traced the edge of his palm where Thalindra's mark sat invisible beneath her touch. She didn't know what the mark was. Didn't know it was the only thing keeping the corruption from taking the last piece of himself. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She just held it because it was his hand and she wanted to hold it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I was scared," she said quietly. She was looking at their interlaced fingers instead of his face. "When you didn't come back yesterday. I thought..."
    

    
      
    

    
      She didn't finish. Didn't need to.
    

    
      
    

    
      He squeezed her hand. He wanted to tell her about the mountain. The explosion and the wolves. He wanted to tell her the moment he'd given Taimon everything because the alternative was dying with her name still warm in his mouth. He wanted to tell her he was afraid the day he couldn't feel her fingers anymore was coming soon.
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn't say any of it. Just held on and drifted away.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara's voice came from the doorway, soft enough not to startle. "He needs sleep more than company, child."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien's fingers tightened for a moment. Then released. He felt her stand and lean down. Her lips brushed his forehead, light as Aura's wing, and then she was gone and the door closed and he was alone in the dark.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sleep took him like a mercy.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dreamless. Black and empty. The first true rest in days, his body finally allowed to shut down without chemical walls or demonic occupation holding the machinery in motion. Just silence and darkness and the slow work of healing that happens when a body is finally left alone.
    

    
      
    

    
      It lasted four hours.
    

    
      
    

    
      A hand on his shoulder. Firm and insistent.
    

    
      
    

    
      He opened his eyes to candlelight and Sylvara's face. She looked like she hadn't slept either. Her hair was loose, her expression stripped of its usual careful composure. On his bedside table, she'd placed a small bottle. He recognized it before his brain fully woke.
    

    
      
    

    
      Acceleration.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The Festival is approaching fast," she said. "Your offering isn't brewed. A raw specimen in a vial isn't going to impress anyone, least of all the Goddess." She straightened. "You have tonight. The workshop is yours. Everything you need is laid out."
    

    
      
    

    
      She paused and studied him in the candlelight. Whatever she saw in his face, in his eyes, she chose not to name.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Can you do this, Akilliz?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at the acceleration potion. The substance that had nearly killed him twice and kept him going anyway.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Festival was tomorrow and the Dragon's Breath had to be drinkable.
    

    
      
    

    
      He picked up the bottle.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I can do this."
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara nodded once. Turned to leave and stopped at the door.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your mother would be proud of you," she said. "Whatever happened on that mountain."
    

    
      
    

    
      Then she was gone. And Akilliz was alone with a demon in his chest and a potion in his hand and one night to do the impossible.
    

    
      
    

    
      He drank.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 37: The Offering
    

    
      
    

    
            The workshop was quiet in a way it never had been.
    

    
      
    

    
           Just candlelight, silence, and the faint glow of the vine that lined the walls, pulsing in its own slow rhythm like a sleeping heartbeat. Sylvara had laid everything out with the care of someone who believed in the work even when the worker might not. Her best copper cauldron on the rune-stand, the condensation coil and squat alembic she used for volatile distillations, tools he'd watched her use and never touched unsupervised. And in the center, sitting in its treated vial like a captured ember, the Dragon's Breath specimen. Still glowing faintly, holding its fire.
    

    
      
    

    
           The acceleration potion burned in his veins, keeping his mind sharp and his hands steady. But underneath the chemical clarity, his body knew what it had been through. The wolf bites were healed but his muscles remembered the teeth. The burns were gone but his skin remembered the heat. Somewhere behind the acceleration's wall, an exhaustion so deep it had its own gravity was waiting for him to stop moving.
    

    
      
    

    
           He couldn't stop moving. Dawn was coming and the Festival with it.
    

    
      
    

    
            He opened Nicodemo's tome one more time. The distillation process was clear enough beneath the meandering prose — heat the plant material in a sealed alembic, capture the vapor through the condensation coil, cool it back to liquid. The resulting extract, which Nicodemo called Ignis Vitae, was a concentrated solvent of extraordinary power that dissolved everything it touched. Below that, in smaller script, a personal note that he'd read a dozen times and still hadn't solved.
    

    
      
    

    
           
      The fire is not the problem. The fire is the purpose. The problem is that we do not yet understand what the fire wants.
    

    
      
    

    
           He stared at that line. Then he rolled up his sleeves and got to work.
    

    
      
    

    
      The distillation followed Nicodemo's instructions precisely. Plant material into the sealed alembic, sustained heat from the rune-stand, red vapor rising and flowing through the condensation coil, dripping into the collection flask as dark amber liquid that smoked faintly where it sat in the glass.
    

    
      
    

    
      He tested a drop on parchment. The paper blackened, curled, and dissolved to gray ash. A drop on copper ate through the metal in seconds.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ignis Vitae. The known recipe. The universal solvent that dissolved everything and helped nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Stage one complete. Now he had to leave the path every other alchemist had walked and find his own.
    

    
      
    

    
      The problem was simple to state and brutal to solve. He needed the fire to pass through glass, through flesh, through the throat and stomach without reacting, and then ignite on contact with open air outside the body. He started the way Ma had taught him — with what he knew.
    

    
      
    

    
      Most poisons were just substances that reacted too strongly with the body. You weakened the reaction by introducing a binding agent, something the poison preferred to react with instead of flesh. The question was what could bind Ignis Vitae without being consumed by it.
    

    
      
    

    
      He tried rendered tallow first. Melted it over the rune-stand, added three drops of the extract. The tallow turned black and dissolved in ten seconds, smoke curling from the empty vessel.
    

    
      
    

    
      Too weak.
    

    
      
    

    
      Beeswax next. Denser and more heat-resistant, it held for almost thirty seconds before the extract ate through the matrix and left nothing but black residue and the smell of burning.
    

    
      
    

    
      He needed something the extract couldn't consume. Something naturally resistant to reactive compounds.
    

    
      
    

    
      His eyes fell on the Mistwood dew.
    

    
      
    

    
      One vial left — a small surplus from the rough Soul's Breath he'd brewed on the forest floor. Mistwood dew was the most stable substance he'd ever worked with. It held whatever you put into it without reacting or degrading. That was why it formed the base for Soul's Breath. Nothing disrupted its structure.
    

    
      
    

    
      He poured a measure into a clean vessel and added one drop of Ignis Vitae.
    

    
      
    

    
      The dew turned pale pink. Then pale red. Then settled into a steady, warm amber with no smoking and no dissolving — the extract suspended in the dew like ink held in water. He tested a drop on parchment. Nothing. Copper. Nothing. One careful drop on the back of his right hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      Warmth. A mild tingle, like the first bite of hot pepper. But no burn.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Mistwood dew was containing the fire.
    

    
      
    

    
      He sat back on his stool and let out a breath he hadn't known he was holding, his hands trembling against the edge of the workbench with a fine vibration that had nothing to do with the potion. He gripped it until they steadied.
    

    
      
    

    
      But binding the fire wasn't enough and he knew it before he even tested it. He drank a small sip of the amber liquid against his better judgment — smooth going down, coating his throat with warmth, sitting in his stomach like a hot coal wrapped in silk. He breathed out hard, aiming at the candle on the workbench.
    

    
      
    

    
      The flame didn't flicker. His breath was just breath.
    

    
      
    

    
      He'd turned a dragon into a house cat.
    

    
      
    

    
      Two hours gone, maybe more. The candles had burned to half their length and the workshop windows showed nothing but black. The acceleration potion was thinning at the edges, that first soft loosening of chemical sharpness, and his hands shook when he wasn't gripping something — not much, just enough to notice. He caught himself staring at the far wall for ten seconds without thinking before snapping back.
    

    
      
    

    
      He dropped another sphere into a base bottle and drank. The clarity surged back and his hands steadied, though the crash would be worse when it came. He knew that. Didn't care.
    

    
      
    

    
      He opened his journal and read what he'd written months ago, the night he'd first pitched the idea to Lirien and Kael over dinner. 
      What if I could make it drinkable? So someone could breathe fire
      . He'd believed it was possible because why would someone name a plant that couldn't serve its namesake purpose?
    

    
      
    

    
      He returned to Nicodemo's line. 
      The fire is not the problem. The fire is the purpose. The problem is that we do not yet understand what the fire wants.
    

    
      
    

    
      What did the fire want?
    

    
      
    

    
      To burn. Obviously. But everything wanted to burn at the right temperature. The Dragon's Breath extract was different because it burned at any temperature, consumed anything it touched.
    

    
      
    

    
      Except Mistwood dew. The dew satisfied its hunger completely — wrapped it so tight the fire went to sleep.
    

    
      
    

    
      So the solution wasn't finding the right binding agent. He'd found it. The solution was waking the fire back up at the right moment. A trigger. Something that broke the dew's hold at a specific point, releasing the volatile compounds not in the vial, not in the throat, but only when the vapor left the body and met open air.
    

    
      
    

    
      What if the trigger was thermal?
    

    
      
    

    
      The Dragon's Breath plant was born in volcanic heat. The Mistwood dew was born in the cool, shaded forest. Two opposite natures. Inside the body, blood heat held steady and the dew could contain the extract at that temperature easily. 
    

    
      But breath cooled as it left the body — air passing over the tongue and through the lips dropping in temperature, and on the other side, open air was cooler still. What if the dew's hold cracked at that temperature drop? The transition from body heat to open air, just enough thermal shock to fracture the binding and release the fire at the exact moment the vapor met the world.
    

    
      
    

    
      The theory was sound. But he couldn't adjust the Mistwood dew's binding strength through normal alchemy. The dew was what it was.
    

    
      
    

    
      Unless you weren't using normal alchemy.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ma had always said the difference between a potion and a brew was intent. A potion was chemistry. A brew was chemistry plus purpose. The three-note tune didn't just make the liquid vibrate — it told the brew what to do, shaped it, gave it direction. Her potions healed because she sang healing into them. The tune carried the intention, and the dew received it, because that was what the dew did. It held whatever you gave it.
    

    
      
    

    
      If he could sing the right intention into this brew, he could tell the dew how to hold the fire. Tight at body heat. Fragile at the boundary. Release on the breath. Ignite in the open.
    

    
      
    

    
      He closed his eyes and let the tune rise from his chest — the one that made plants grow and potions true — humming into the amber liquid with everything he had, focusing on what he needed. Hold the fire warm. Let it go when the air bites cold. Release on the breath. Ignite in the open.
    

    
      
    

    
      He felt the brew respond. A faint shimmer against his palms where they rested on the vessel, the liquid wanting to listen. He could feel it the way he always could, that awareness Ma had given him, the sense of a brew's willingness to be shaped.
    

    
      
    

    
      But it wasn't enough. The instruction was too complex, asking the dew to do something conditional — to hold and release based on temperature — and the precision required was beyond what he could achieve by humming and hoping. He could feel the edges of what needed to happen but couldn't reach them. Like trying to thread a needle by feel in a dark room, the ability was there but the vision wasn't.
    

    
      
    

    
      He hummed harder, sweat on his forehead, the tune shaking with effort.
    

    
      
    

    
      Still not enough. The brew shimmered but didn't change. Close — so close he could taste it — but the last step was beyond what his hands and voice could do alone.
    

    
      
    

    
      The dark elf eyes could show him. He knew it the way he knew the sun would rise. On the mountain they'd shown him the Dragon's Breath plant's circulatory system, let him see what no human could. They could show him the brew's inner architecture, the exact points where the binding needed to thin.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      He sat with that knowledge for a long moment. On the mountain he'd refused the shortcut, put the acceleration sphere back in the pack, chosen to feel the pain and build the rig by hand. And then the rig had failed, and the explosion had blinded him, and the wolves had come, and he'd given Taimon everything because the alternative was dying on volcanic rock. The principled choice had accomplished nothing. Taimon got what Taimon wanted anyway — the only difference was that Akilliz had suffered more on the way there.
    

    
      
    

    
      He opened his eyes. The red-tinted dark elf eyes that weren't entirely his anymore.
    

    
      
    

    
      And he looked deeper.
    

    
      
    

    
      The workshop dissolved — not literally, the walls and benches and candles were still there, but they became transparent, secondary. What filled his vision was the brew's inner world, magnified and luminous, spread before him like a landscape.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Mistwood dew's lattice was a crystalline forest. Branching structures of pale blue light, interconnected and vast and perfectly ordered, perfectly still. Between the crystal branches, suspended like fruit, the Dragon's Breath extract's particles glowed deep red, each one encased in a shell of crystal, the dew's binding complete and total.
    

    
      
    

    
      And woven through it all, faint but visible, a pattern of gold light. Warm. Familiar. The residue of his humming — Ma's tune, translated into magical structure, threading through the lattice like sunlight through leaves.
    

    
      
    

    
      He could see what was wrong. The gold threads touched every crystal branch equally, giving the same instruction everywhere: hold. He needed them selective. Thick at the core where the binding should stay strong, thin at the edges where the temperature drop would hit first.
    

    
      
    

    
      He hummed again and this time, with the vision, he could direct it — could feel the gold threads responding to his focus, thickening where he concentrated and thinning where he released, like finding the tension on an instrument that produced exactly the right note.
    

    
      
    

    
      And then he saw himself. Not his body. His core. The place where Ma's gift lived, the warm golden light in his chest that made brewing more than chemistry, the source of the three-note tune. The thing that made Mistwood dew listen when he sang.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was beautiful. Brighter than he'd expected — a small sun behind his ribs, pulsing with each note of the hum.
    

    
      
    

    
      And wrapped around it, threaded through it like black ivy through a garden lattice, was Taimon. Dark tendrils woven so deeply into the gift that he couldn't tell where one ended and the other began. The demon wasn't suppressing his ability or corrupting it. Was amplifying it. Every gold thread that flowed from his chest into the brew passed through Taimon's dark weave first, and came out stronger.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was making the best brew of his life. And Taimon was the reason it was working.
    

    
      
    

    
      The lattice shifted beneath his directed hum. Crystal shells thinned at their outer surfaces, bonds weakening just enough — still holding at body heat but fragile now, waiting for the crack, for cold air to shatter the last thin layer and set the fire free.
    

    
      
    

    
      He blinked and the workshop returned. The vessel sat on the bench, the liquid inside pulsing with a new quality, not just amber anymore but a warmth that breathed in a slow rhythm, almost alive.
    

    
      
    

    
      Time to test.
    

    
      
    

    
      He drank. The warmth was different this time, not the dull pepper heat of the bound version but something alive in his stomach, radiating outward with purpose, filling his chest with a pressure that built and built. He turned to the testing wall, opened his mouth, and breathed out hard.
    

    
      
    

    
      The fire came.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not a puff or a flicker. A stream of red and gold flame. The fire that erupted from his lips hit the stone wall with a roar that shook the glass vessels on the nearest shelf. Heat washed back over his face and the stone blackened in a spreading starburst, the flame holding for two full seconds before dying to a trail of smoke that curled from his mouth like a dragon's afterthought.
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stood there with smoke rising from the scorched wall and smoke curling from his own lips, the taste of mountain air and sulfur and something ancient on his tongue. A laugh came out of him — raw and exhausted, starting the way it always did, the way it had in Eryndor's hut when Soul's Breath turned true, that disbelieving joy of making something impossible real.
    

    
      
    

    
      But it changed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Somewhere between the first breath and the second, the joy curdled. Because he could still see the golden light in his chest when he closed his eyes, could still see the dark tendrils woven through it. He still felt the brew responding to a gift that was no longer entirely his. He caught his reflection in the glass of an empty flask on the shelf — red-tinted eyes, sharpened features, smoke trailing from a mouth that had just breathed fire because a demon had made his mother's gift work better than it ever had alone.
    

    
      
    

    
      The laugh died.
    

    
      
    

    
      He'd done it. It was extraordinary, the most beautiful thing he'd ever made. And he didn't know anymore how much of it was his.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stood in the silent workshop and felt the weight of that not-knowing settle onto him like ash.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he bottled it. Because the Festival was at dawn and the offering had to be ready and there was no one else to do it and the fire was the purpose.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dark glass, sealed tight. The liquid inside pulsed with its slow, breathing warmth — red and gold, living fire made obedient. He set the bottle on the workbench, sat down on his stool, and waited for dawn with smoke on his lips, a demon in his chest and the best thing he'd ever created sitting in front of him like an accusation.
    

    
      
    

    
      Gray light shone through the workshop windows. Sylvara appeared in the doorway, her eyes moving immediately to the scorch mark on the testing wall.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Tell me," she said quietly, "that you did not set fire to my workshop."
    

    
      
    

    
      He picked up the bottle and held it out without answering. She crossed the room and took it from his hand, holding it up to the morning light. The liquid caught the gray dawn and threw it back in shades of amber and gold, its slow pulse visible even through the dark glass. She uncorked it and the scent filled the workshop — mountain air, volcanic heat, something ancient and alive. Her eyes widened.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This is not Ignis Vitae."
    

    
      
    

    
      "No."
    

    
      
    

    
      "This is not any preparation in Nicodemo's tome."
    

    
      
    

    
      "No."
    

    
      
    

    
      She recorked the bottle, set it on the bench, looked at the scorch mark, then at him. "Show me."
    

    
      
    

    
      He poured a small measure from the test batch, drank it, felt the warmth build, and turned to the testing wall. When he breathed, the flame painted the stone in red and gold — a controlled burst, smaller than the first, but unmistakable. Real fire from a human throat.
    

    
      
    

    
      When he turned back, Sylvara was standing very still. Her expression was something he'd never seen on her face before. It was not surprise or calculation, or even the careful composure she wore like armor. Awe. Just for a moment, before she gathered it back behind her eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Get dressed," she said, her voice steady but her hands weren't. "The Festival begins. We have much to discuss."
    

    
      
    

    
      He picked up the bottle. His offering. Ma's teaching, Eryndor's patience, and Sylvara's training. This was the culmination of the mountain that had nearly killed him, the demon that had made it possible and the eyes that had shown him what the fire wanted, all of it in one vial strapped to his potion belt.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 38: Festival of Light
    

    
      
    

    
           Sylvara was waiting in the workshop doorway when he came down the stairs. She looked different this morning — not her robes, which were the same emerald she always wore, but something in her face. A softness he'd rarely seen before.
    

    
      
    

    
           "Akilliz." She studied him for a moment, taking in the clean clothes, the washed face, the dark elf eyes he couldn't hide. "You've done well. You bottled what shouldn't be bottled. You should be proud of that."
    

    
      
    

    
           "I had help." The words came out more honest than he'd intended. He meant Taimon. She would know that.
    

    
      
    

    
           Her expression didn't change. "Every great alchemist stands on the shoulders of those who came before. What matters is that you stood."
    

    
      
    

    
      A question had been gnawing at him since the mountain. "The box I delivered. To Voryn. Did someone else die because of it?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara's eyes flickered for a moment, a crack in her composure that sealed shut almost before he caught it. "No, they haven't. It has its place, but you needn't worry about it." She held his gaze. "Today you need to go have fun, young light."
    

    
      
    

    
      The word caught in his throat. Not because she said it, but because when he looked in her eyes he knew she meant it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "See your friends," she continued. "Spend time with them. Enjoy the comforts of the Festival. You've earned that much." She drew a breath that was almost steady. "At sixth bell, you must return here. Tonight we end this Festival's hold on the city. We free Luminael of its chains."
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn't fully understand what she meant. He understood enough to know it mattered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Now go." She smiled, the warmest smile she'd ever given him, and it made something in his chest ache. "The Festival waits for no one. Not even prodigious young alchemists who smell of sulfur and haven't slept properly in a week."
    

    
      
    

    
      He was already turning to leave when her voice caught him at the door.
    

    
      
    

    
      "And Akilliz?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked back. She stood in the workshop doorway with the vine-moss glowing green behind her and the morning light catching the silver in her hair. For just a moment, she looked like someone saying goodbye.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You were a wonderful student. You showed me what mortals are truly made of."
    

    
      
    

    
      He nodded. Adjusted the potion belt on his hip. The Dragon's Breath vial hung warm against his side, pulsing with its slow, breathing rhythm.
    

    
      
    

    
      And then he walked out into the Festival.
    

    
      
    

    
      The city had transformed overnight. Silver and gold banners hung from every archway, catching the morning breeze in rippling waves that turned the streets into rivers of light. The eternal lanterns had been fitted with crystal prisms that split everything into rainbows dancing across the white stone buildings, and the streets were packed with every elf in Luminael wearing their finest clothes, the air smelling of honey cakes and roasted almonds.
    

    
      
    

    
      It made his stomach growl for the first time in days.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      He found them at the fountain in the Scholar's Ward. Lirien saw him first, wearing a white dress with silver threading that caught the light when she moved, her hair loose around her shoulders. For a moment the dark elf eyes showed him things he didn't want to see — her heat signature, warm and alive, the pulse of blood at her throat, the faint magical residue that clung to her from years of healing work. He blinked and forced the vision down and saw her the way he wanted to see her. Beautiful. Smiling. Running toward him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're alive!" She threw her arms around him. The contact was warm and sudden and so human that something in his chest cracked. He held on tighter than he should have.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You look terrible," she said into his shoulder. "But you're here. You're actually here." She pulled back and studied his face, her eyes lingering on the sharpened features, the wrong color of his skin, the ears that were too pointed. She didn't say anything about them.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm here." His voice came out rough. "Wouldn't miss it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael appeared behind her, arms spread wide. "The great Dragon's Breath hunter returns! Did you bottle fire or did the fire bottle you?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Little of both."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael grinned and clapped his shoulder. "You can tell us everything later. Right now there's a Festival happening and you've been miserable for weeks and I have a personal mission to fix that."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What mission?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Making you smile at least three times before seventh bell. Lirien's counting."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I am not counting," Lirien said, already counting.
    

    
      
    

    
      The first smile came easily.
    

    
      
    

    
      A vendor near the academy gates was selling spiced honey cakes, still warm from the oven, drizzled with a glaze that crackled when you bit through it. Akilliz bought three and the first bite flooded his mouth with sweetness so intense it cut through even the dulled senses the corruption had left him with. He could taste it — not fully, not the way he used to, but enough. Warm honey and cinnamon and something nutty underneath. The taste of a Festival morning. Of being alive and standing with two people who cared whether he existed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz smiled.
    

    
      
    

    
      "One," Lirien said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're not counting," Kael reminded her.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm observing."
    

    
      
    

    
      They walked. The Festival was everywhere, not confined to one square or one stage but spread across the entire city like the celebration itself was alive and moving. Musicians played on corners, their instruments producing notes so clean they vibrated his bones. Kael dragged them to a food stall selling starfruit wine, which turned out to be nonalcoholic — it tasted like cold berries and morning frost, it made his tongue tingle for ten minutes after.
    

    
      
    

    
      At a potions booth, a wizened old elf was selling novelty brews for children. Bubble potions that produced cascading spheres of colored light. Color-change draughts that turned your tongue blue for an hour. Spark tablets that fizzled and popped when dropped in water. Akilliz watched the children lined up with their eyes huge with wonder, and something stirred in him.
    

    
      
    

    
      The alchemist's instinct.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Can I?" he asked the old elf, gesturing to the workstation behind the booth.
    

    
      
    

    
      The elf raised an eyebrow. Glanced at the potion belt, at the vials, at the confident way Akilliz's hands moved toward the ingredients. "Be my guest, young master."
    

    
      
    

    
      He worked fast. Took the bubble potion base and modified it — adding a drop of phosphorescent moss extract from among the old elf's supplies, adjusting the viscosity with honey so the bubbles would hold their shape longer. Then he hummed. Just a few notes. Ma's tune, quiet, barely audible over the Festival noise.
    

    
      
    

    
      The bubbles he produced were different. Larger. They glowed from within, each one a tiny lantern of shifting color that drifted upward and held for a full minute before popping in a shower of harmless sparks. The children screamed with delight, chasing the glowing bubbles through the street, leaping and laughing, their small hands reaching for lights they could almost catch.
    

    
      
    

    
      The old elf stared at Akilliz with an expression that suggested he was reassessing several assumptions about human alchemists.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Two," Lirien said softly, watching his face.
    

    
      
    

    
      The second smile had come without him noticing.
    

    
      
    

    
      The rune competition was Kael's idea. A long table in the Arcanum's courtyard, twenty stations, each equipped with a slab of wet clay and a stylus. A master runesmith would display a rune for ten seconds and competitors had thirty seconds to reproduce it. Accurate enough and the clay hardened into a glazed medallion. Inaccurate and the water dissolved it to mud.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This," Kael said, cracking his knuckles, "is my event."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You say that every year," Lirien said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "And every year I'm right."
    

    
      
    

    
      They registered as a team. The first rune was simple — a basic ward symbol that any first-year student could draw — and all three of them got it. The second was harder, an interlocking pattern of lines and curves representing a binding ward. Akilliz's dark elf eyes picked up the precise angle of each line during the ten-second display and his hands moved with steady confidence. His medallion came out rough but intact. Kael's was cleaner. Lirien's had dissolved at the edges.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm a healer, not an artist," she protested.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Excuses," Kael said, polishing his medallion on his sleeve.
    

    
      
    

    
      The third rune was brutal. A complex layered rune, the display lasting ten seconds, twenty competitors hunching over clay in concentrated silence. Akilliz tried. His first strokes were confident, his middle strokes wavered, and by the end he knew it was wrong before the slab hit the water. His clay dissolved to gray mud. Lirien's too.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael's didn't.
    

    
      
    

    
      His medallion came out clean — not perfect, the edges slightly rough, but the rune held and glowed with a steady blue light that made the judge pause and nod with the grudging respect of someone who hadn't expected much from this team.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That," Kael said, holding the medallion up like a trophy, "is what years of blowing up my father's study teaches you. Containment runes. Because eventually you learn to contain things BEFORE they explode."
    

    
      
    

    
      They placed sixth out of twelve teams, carried almost entirely by Kael's third round, and his face when they received their small silver tokens was worth more than any trophy.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sixth is not champion," Lirien said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sixth is champion-adjacent. Practically the same thing."
    

    
      
    

    
      The dance began at fifth bell. They heard it before they saw it — music drifting from the main plaza, a melody played on strings and flute. He also heard something deeper, a resonant hum that Akilliz felt in his chest before his ears caught up. His new ears heard everything differently now, each instrument distinct and layered, the music more complex than it had any right to be.
    

    
      
    

    
      The plaza had been cleared into a dance floor of polished stone that reflected the Festival banners above in smeared ribbons of silver and gold. Couples moved in matched pairs, feet tracing patterns that seemed to follow rules he couldn't read.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No," Akilliz said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes," Lirien said, and took his hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't know the steps."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Neither does anyone for the first time. That's the point. You learn by following."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll step on your feet."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll survive." She was already pulling him onto the floor. "Just watch me. Mirror what I do. And don't think about it too hard."
    

    
      
    

    
      They took their place among the couples. He reached out and set his right hand on her hip — too high, his fingers resting on the rigid line of her ribcage like he was afraid to touch her. She looked up at him and moved his hand down to the curve of her waist without breaking eye contact.
    

    
      
    

    
      "There," she said. "I won't break."
    

    
      
    

    
      His mouth went dry. He could feel the warmth of her body through the thin fabric of her dress, the shape of her beneath his palm, the way she breathed and the breath moved against his hand. Her pointed ears had gone pink, a flush that started at her neck and climbed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your other hand goes on my shoulder," she said.
    

    
      
    

    
      He put it there. His fingers were trembling and they both knew it and neither of them mentioned it.
    

    
      
    

    
      The music began. Lirien's feet moved and his followed — badly. The first sequence was a simple alternating step but the rhythm was faster than he expected and his feet were bigger than everyone else's and the elves around them moved with a fluid grace that made him feel like a cart horse in a stable of thoroughbreds. He stepped on her foot. She didn't wince. He stepped on it again. She bit her lip and kept going.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Worse than I expected," she whispered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thank you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I meant that as encouragement."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It wasn't."
    

    
      
    

    
      But something shifted in the second sequence. The music slowed and Lirien stopped letting him lead, pulling him into her rhythm instead, her hands guiding his movement, her body showing his where to go. Not words, not instruction — just the physical language of someone who knew the dance teaching someone who didn't, through contact, patience, and the willingness to have her feet stepped on.
    

    
      
    

    
      He found it. Not the full pattern, not the precise footwork the elven couples executed, but the rhythm underneath it. He stopped thinking about where to put his feet and started feeling where the music wanted them.
    

    
      
    

    
      They lasted four rounds. When the judge called their names they were the second couple eliminated, which Lirien informed him was better than she'd expected. They bowed and stepped off the floor, watching the remaining couples from the edge of the plaza as the dance grew faster and more complex, the final pairs moving in perfect synchrony, their feet barely seeming to touch the stone.
    

    
      
    

    
      "They're beautiful," Akilliz said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien was watching them too, her expression soft. "My parents used to dance like that. Before my sister's exile. Before everything changed." She paused. "They haven't danced since."
    

    
      
    

    
      He found her hand. She let him take it. They stood at the edge of the dance floor with their fingers laced together and watched the winners spin and bow, then receive the crowd's applause. The prism light caught in Lirien's hair and threw small rainbows across her cheek.
    

    
      
    

    
      He thought that if the world ended right now, right this moment, with her hand in his and the music fading with the Festival lights painting everything in silver and gold, he could accept that.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Three," she said quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You've been smiling for the last ten minutes."
    

    
      
    

    
      He hadn't noticed. She was right.
    

    
      
    

    
      They bought grilled river fish on sticks and candied nuts in paper cones, and Kael told stories about his family while they ate — about his father's endless patience with his experimental rune disasters, about the ceiling that ended up in the garden. "
      'Kael'vyn, if you're going to remove my ceiling, at least have the courtesy to do it in summer!'
      "
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien talked about the Sanitarium. About the old healer who'd taught her that the most important medicine was listening. "Sometimes people don't need a potion. They need someone to sit with them and say I know it hurts. I'm here."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz told them about the mountain. Not all of it, but the parts that didn't involve wolves or surrender, or the thing his body had become. The climb. The switchbacks. The volcanic rock that crunched like broken pottery. The way the Vent Fields looked at night, magma rivers threading through the cracks like veins of fire in the mountain's skin.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Hellishly beautiful," he said. "Dangerous and beautiful and worth it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That could be your motto," Kael said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien rolled her eyes. Akilliz laughed — a real laugh, full and warm, the kind he hadn't heard come out of his own mouth in weeks.
    

    
      
    

    
      At half past fifth bell, Kael excused himself. "I need to check on my family before the ceremony. My father's presenting at seventh bell and if I'm not there to hold his equipment he'll disown me."
    

    
      
    

    
      He hugged Akilliz. Properly. Not the shoulder-clap he usually gave but a full embrace, arms tight, face pressed close.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm glad you came back from that mountain, you stubborn idiot."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Me too."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael pulled back. Held his shoulders. Looked at him with something too serious for Kael's face. Then the grin returned and he was gone, jogging through the crowd with his silver token catching the light.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien and Akilliz walked.
    

    
      
    

    
      They didn't talk about any of it — the corruption, his eyes, the gray skin his collar couldn't quite hide, tomorrow, what his offering might accomplish. They talked about small things instead. Her favorite healing herb. His worst cooking disaster. A memory of Ma's kitchen that came out easy and warm before he even realized he was sharing it, the words flowing in a way they hadn't in months.
    

    
      
    

    
      "She sounds wonderful," Lirien said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "She was. She was exactly what you'd hope a mother would be."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien squeezed his hand. They walked.
    

    
      
    

    
      The sixth bell rang.
    

    
      
    

    
      The sound cut through the golden evening like a blade. Six clear notes from the bell tower above the plaza, each one hanging in the air for a long moment before fading.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz stopped walking.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien felt the change. Felt his hand tighten around hers and then begin to pull away. She held on.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I have to go," he said. The words felt like stones in his mouth. "Sylvara needs me before the ceremony. Preparations."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Now? But the ceremony starts in an hour."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know. I'll be back. I promise."
    

    
      
    

    
      She searched his face — the dark elf eyes he couldn't hide, the features that had sharpened beyond human. She saw behind his expression to what she'd been choosing not to name all day.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What's wrong?" she asked. "And don't say nothing. I've been watching you all day. You're happy and you're terrified and I can't figure out what of."
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at her. Standing in the golden light of the Festival's last hour, her pointed ears catching the afternoon glow, her silver eyes holding his with the fierce, gentle attention that had been the first thing he'd loved about her. He wanted to tell her about the mountain, the demon, the way his mother's gift had Taimon woven through it like black ivy, the way the best thing he'd ever made was also proof he'd lost himself.
    

    
      
    

    
      Instead he lifted her hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles. A gesture so old-fashioned and human that it surprised them both.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll be back," he said. "Wait for me?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Her eyes were bright. Not with tears, not yet, but with the pressure of them.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Hurry," she said. "It starts in one hour. I don't want to miss you."
    

    
      
    

    
      He let go of her hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      The letting go was the hardest thing he'd done since the mountain.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll wait right here," she called after him as he walked away. "Please, Akilliz. Come back to us."
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn't turn around. If he turned around he wouldn't leave. And if he didn't leave, whatever Sylvara had planned would happen without him and he couldn't control what he couldn't see.
    

    
      
    

    
      He walked toward the workshop. Toward the sixth bell's echo and whatever waited in the hour before everything changed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Behind him, standing alone in the golden light with her hand still raised, Lirien watched him go.
    

    
      
    

    
      And somewhere deep in Akilliz's chest, behind the demon's dark weave and the corruption's steady pulse, a voice that sounded like his own whispered:
    

    
      
    

    
      Remember this. Remember the taste of honey cakes and the sound of her laughter and the way the light caught in her hair. Remember what it felt like to be happy
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 39: Lord Taimon
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
           The workshop was empty when he arrived. No Sylvara or casual humming. Just the vine-moss pulsing its slow green rhythm and the scorch mark on the testing wall where he'd breathed fire just hours ago.
    

    
      
    

    
           "Up here." Her voice drifted down from the stairs.
    

    
      
    

    
           He climbed. His room was the same as he'd left it that morning, bed unmade, journal on the desk, the crystal window showing the city bathed in golden evening light. Festival banners rippled in the breeze with music floating up from the streets below. The sound  was faint and beautiful, and he could still taste the honey cakes on his tongue.
    

    
      
    

    
           Sylvara stood at the foot of his bed. She'd moved the mattress aside.
    

    
      
    

    
      The summoning circle was exposed beneath it. The chalk marks he'd tried to wash away a dozen times, the ones that kept coming back. Except now it was different. New symbols ringed the outer edge, precise, deliberate, drawn by a steady hand with full intent. Not chalk but darker, ink mixed with something that caught the vine-light and shimmered faintly red.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sylvara." His voice came out careful. "What did you do to the circle?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Completed it." She didn't look away from his eyes. "For this to work, Akilliz, I need you to step into the circle you drew."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I didn't draw it. Not on purpose. I was asleep when—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You drew it." Her voice was gentle but firm. "The part of you that knows what's coming drew it. The part that's been preparing for this since the mountain."
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at the circle and the symbols he didn't recognize. The faint red shimmer pulsing in time with the vine-moss, two heartbeats syncing.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What happens when I step in?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You'll be the savior of Luminael and that girl you care for. You'll free them all."
    

    
      
    

    
      He should have run down those stairs and back into the golden evening where Lirien was waiting by the fountain with her hand still raised.
    

    
      
    

    
      But he trusted Sylvara. She'd caught him when he collapsed. Put her hand on his forehead and checked for fever. Called him young light with warmth that he'd needed more than water or food or rest.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stepped into the circle.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara drew a small knife from her belt. The blade was black metal, curved, etched with symbols that matched the ones around the circle's edge. She drew it across her left palm without flinching. Blood welled, dark and red, and she held her hand over the outer ring.
    

    
      
    

    
      The blood fell.
    

    
      
    

    
      The circle drank it, chalk lines flaring crimson, light racing along every curve and symbol like fire following a fuse. The red glow climbed from the floor into the air, rising around Akilliz in a cage of light that sealed shut above his head.
    

    
      
    

    
      He tried to move but his feet were rooted. His arms locked tight at his sides. The warmth of the Festival, taste of honey cakes, and the memory of Lirien's hand in his — all of it pulling away from him like a tide retreating from shore. He reached for it and tried to hold on. 
    

    
      The memory of her counting his smiles. The sound of Kael's laugh and the weight of the silver token in his pocket.
    

    
      
    

    
      Gone. All of it. Pulled down into the cold that flooded upward from the circle through the soles of his boots, through his legs, into his spine and chest. This was not the creeping numbness of the corruption. This was total and absolute. Like being submerged in black water with no surface and no bottom and no air.
    

    
      
    

    
      The last thing he saw was a tear forming in Sylvara's eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      A low growl came from his throat, except it was not his voice. It was deeper and layered. The sound of something both ancient and primal waking up. Smoke rose from the circle's lines, thin red wisps curling around his body like chains.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was a passenger in his own body, pressed against the back wall of his own mind, watching through eyes that had turned to burning crimson.
    

    
      
    

    
      Taimon rolled Akilliz's shoulders. Tilted his head side to side and flexed his fingers one by one, testing the fit of the body the way a craftsman tests a tool before use. He took a breath and let it out slow through Akilliz's lips and smiled.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Baroness." The voice that came from Akilliz's mouth was his and also wasn't human — the same pitch and timbre, but underneath it something ancient. He was amused and utterly without mercy. "You chose well. Is the box prepared?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Superb. Tell me, the Order of Crimson — are they informed?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "They await your signal."
    

    
      
    

    
      Taimon smiled with Akilliz's mouth. The expression used too many muscles. Too wide with too many teeth. "First, the captives beneath the city. We free them."
    

    
      
    

    
      "They've been using their eyes," Sylvara said. "Studying the city through the walls of their cells. Mapping guard rotations. Passage routes. Structural weaknesses."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "They've found it. The crystal. They know where it sits."
    

    
      
    

    
      Something predatory moved behind the red eyes. "Where?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Deep in the inner sanctum. Below the throne room. Behind wards that would take a century to break by force."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We won't need force." Taimon held up Akilliz's hands and turned them over, studying them. "We have something better. A boy who can bottle what shouldn't be bottled." He flexed the fingers slowly. "After seventh bell, we tear down the walls of Luminael. This child will bottle Thalindra's essence and break those barriers protecting their precious crystal."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And Akilliz?" The question came out before she could stop it. A fracture running through the mask, thin but visible. "What will become of him?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Taimon looked at her with a borrowed face. The one she'd fed, taught, and watched grow from a frightened boy into something remarkable.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I didn't take you for sentimental, Baroness."
    

    
      
    

    
      She said nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      "He will become a vessel."
    

    
      
    

    
      "A vessel for what?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The amusement vanished. What replaced it was something older. Harder. The patience of something that had existed since the world was young and did not explain itself to those who hadn't earned the answer.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Know your place, Sylvara. Play your part."
    

    
      
    

    
      He stepped out of the circle. The red light collapsed behind him, smoke dissipating, chalk lines fading back to their original dull gray. "Bring the Order to the square. Kill the queen. Capture the king."
    

    
      
    

    
      He paused at the desk and picked up Akilliz's journal. Flipped through the pages. Stopped at one, read a few lines with an expression approaching pity, and set it down.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You weighed the life of one child against the whole of this great city. You chose well."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I merely serve the Balance as his will dictates." She spoke flatly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Taimon smirked.
    

    
      
    

    
      He moved to the wall where Frostbane hung on its hook and drew the sword. The blade caught the light and the wave pattern in the steel rippled like water. Taimon studied the balance, held it up, then slid it into the sheath at Akilliz's hip like it was nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara reached into her robes and produced a small blue metal key with a rune etched deep into its face. Taimon took it. The metal was cold in Akilliz's palm. Heavy. Far heavier than something that size should be.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The passage to the depths is behind the northern fountain," Sylvara said. "Third stone from the left, press and turn. Two hundred steps down. Four guards on rotation."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Seventh bell," he said. "Not before."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Seventh bell," Sylvara confirmed.
    

    
      
    

    
      He walked to the door, stopped and turned back.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This is the end of your time here, Baroness. After tonight there is no returning to what you were."
    

    
      
    

    
      Something moved across Sylvara's face. Not doubt, but something deeper with roots going back sixty years. It went back to the moment that had set her on this path, to whatever she'd lost that had made tearing down these walls feel like justice.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The balance must be restored," she said quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Taimon nodded once. Then he was gone. Akilliz's boots echoed on the spiral stairs, as his stolen body walked through the workshop and out into the golden evening where the Festival still played its music and the banners still rippled. Below, children still chased enchanted lights through streets and didn't know what was coming.
    

    
      
    

    
      The passage behind the northern fountain was exactly where she'd described. Third stone from the left. Press and turn. The mechanism ground open, stone scraping stone, a gap wide enough for a body. Stairs descending into darkness.
    

    
      
    

    
      Taimon took them fast. The dark elf eyes needed no torch, every step was visible in shades of crimson and gray, the walls close and damp, the air heavy with the smell of deep earth and old iron. Two hundred steps. The count was exact.
    

    
      
    

    
      At the bottom a corridor stretched ahead lined with iron doors. Each door had a small barred window. Behind the bars, red eyes glowed in the dark. Watching and unblinking.
    

    
      
    

    
      A single guard sat at a wooden desk near the corridor's entrance. His chair was tilted back, feet up, and he was half asleep. It was festival night, nothing ever happened down here on festival night. His hand rested on his sword pommel with the loose grip of someone who hadn't drawn it in months.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked up as footsteps approached. Saw a boy, Sylvara's apprentice. The human with a familiar face but had clearly ended up in the wrong place.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You lost? This area's restricted." He straightened, not alarmed, just confused. "Festival's up top. Go enjoy yourself, I wish I could—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Taimon walked past him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Hey." The guard stood. His hand found Akilliz's shoulder. "I said restricted. You can't be down—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Taimon pivoted.
    

    
      
    

    
      Frostbane cleared the sheath in a motion so fast the guard's eyes were still tracking the boy's shoulder when the blade entered his lower back. The steel went through him clean. Through leather, cloth, and flesh, and out through his stomach in one fluid thrust. The sound it made was small, wet and utterly final.
    

    
      
    

    
      The guard looked down at the sword point emerging from his own body. At the blood beginning to darken his uniform. His mouth opened. A sound came out that wasn't quite a word and wasn't quite a breath. His hand was still on Akilliz's shoulder. His fingers tightened once, then relaxed.
    

    
      
    

    
      And inside the prison of his own skull, Akilliz felt every inch of it.
    

    
      
    

    
      The resistance of the blade entering flesh and how muscle parted around forged steel. He felt the scrape of Frostbane's edge against something hard — rib or spine, he couldn't tell, it didn't matter. It was a person, a living person, a guard who'd been bored on a quiet night and told him to go enjoy the Festival and meant it kindly. Akilliz's own hands had put his father's sword through the man's spine.
    

    
      
    

    
      He screamed. A scream with no mouth and no sound and no escape. The scream that existed only in the lightless space behind Taimon's control where the boy who'd made bubbles for children three hours ago still existed, still felt, still understood exactly what had been done with his hands that he no longer owned.
    

    
      
    

    
      Gods. His father. Why didn't he write back?
    

    
      
    

    
      The guard slid off Frostbane and hit the stone floor. Taimon wiped the blade on the dead man's cloak. Sheathed it. Took the keys from his belt. Walked to the first cell and turned the lock.
    

    
      
    

    
      The dark elf inside was tall. Gaunt from months of captivity but still imposing and carrying the coiled readiness of a predator too long caged. Red eyes burning bright. He looked at Akilliz's body, saw the crimson eyes and the corruption crawling up the left arm. Uderstanding crossed his face like a shadow crossing stone.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Lord Taimon."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Commander. Your soldiers?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ready since the day you placed us here."
    

    
      
    

    
      Taimon handed him the keys. "Free them all."
    

    
      
    

    
      The commander moved down the corridor, cell doors opening one by one. Fifteen in total — thin, hard, and burning with months of captive fury. Each one looked at the demon wearing a boy's face and dropped their chin in acknowledgment.
    

    
      
    

    
      Taimon addressed five of them, his voice quiet and precise. "The front gate guardhouse. Second floor. A wooden box sealed with red wax. When the seventh bell rings, you open it. Slay anyone in your path."
    

    
      
    

    
      They nodded. They needed no weapons, the dark elves would take them from the men they killed.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at the remaining ten, the commander among them. "The ceremony. The square. Seventh bell."
    

    
      
    

    
      The commander's scarred face split into a grin that showed teeth filed to points. "The walls come down tonight."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Tonight, my children.” Taimon confirmed.
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned and walked back toward the stairs. Behind him the dark elves flowed through the corridor like water finding cracks in stone, silent feet on ancient rock, heading for passages that would carry them up into a city celebrating its own destruction.
    

    
      
    

    
      At the base of the stairs, Taimon stopped and looked down at Akilliz's hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      Blood darkened the creases of the right palm. The guard's blood was already cooling. It was sticky now, drying in the chill air of the depths. It had settled into the lines of the palm, into the whorls of the fingertips, into the space where Thalindra's mark sat invisible beneath the skin.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz's stolen mouth curved into a smile. His tongue ran slowly across his stolen lips.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Now," Taimon said. To the boy trapped inside and the city above. He spoke to the golden evening and the girl waiting by the fountain who'd said 
      I'll wait right here.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The Festival begins.”
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 40: The Fall of Luminael
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
           The seventh bell had not yet rung, but Thalindra could feel it coming the way she felt all things — as a vibration in the fabric of the world, a gathering of intent, time itself drawing breath before the note.
    

    
      
    

    
           She stood at the base of Aurelia's statue in the great square, the white stone goddess towering forty feet above, palms open, face serene, carved in an age when the sculptor believed in what he was making. Around the statue the square was packed. Every citizen of Luminael gathered in concentric rings, families, students, and children on shoulders. All of them turned toward the great staircase that descended from the inner sanctum.
    

    
      
    

    
           The king and queen would descend carrying the sacred torch, the white flame that burned once a year, kindled from the crystal's own light. They would hand her the torch. She would light the offering brazier at the statue's feet and Aurelia would come to life.
    

    
      
    

    
      Every year was the same ritual except tonight felt different.
    

    
      
    

    
      She couldn't say why. The air was right. The crowd was right. Eternal lanterns burned steady, the city's magical defenses healthy and intact.
    

    
      
    

    
      But something pulled at the edge of her awareness. A wrongness she couldn't locate. Like a sound just below the threshold of hearing, or a scent carried on a wind that hadn't arrived yet.
    

    
      
    

    
      She dismissed it as nerves. Even after three centuries, the ceremony carried weight.
    

    
      
    

    
      The great doors of the inner sanctum opened.
    

    
      
    

    
      King Elarion appeared at the top of the staircase. Tall and silver-haired, wearing ceremonial robes of white silk threaded with gold that caught the lantern light and burned. Beside him, Queen Seraphine, her auburn hair crowned with a circlet of living flowers that bloomed and rebloomed in an endless cycle of beauty. Between them, held in the king's right hand, the sacred torch.
    

    
      
    

    
      The white flame was unlike any fire in the natural world. It didn't flicker or dance. It burned with a steady absolute radiance that came from somewhere older than heat and light.
    

    
      
    

    
      The crowd fell silent. Not the enforced silence of command but the natural hush that fell over people in the presence of something genuinely sacred.
    

    
      
    

    
      The king and queen began their descent. Torchlight painted their faces in white and gold. Behind them, Guard Captain Voryn and four of his elite followed at a respectful distance, hands on sword pommels, eyes scanning the crowd.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra watched them come. Her father's face was serene. Her mother was radiant. They walked in step, the way they had walked for four hundred years of marriage, two people so perfectly matched that their movements had long since synchronized into a single rhythm.
    

    
      
    

    
      At the fiftieth step, the king raised the torch higher. His voice carried across the silent square.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Children of Aurelia." The words settled over the crowd like a benediction.
    

    
      
    

    
      The sky went dark.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not the gradual dimming of sunset or clouds passing before the stars. This was sudden and total. As if someone had reached up and turned off the sky like a lantern. The eternal flames in the square flickered, stuttered, then burned low. The prism lights died. The sacred torch in the king's hand remained as a single point of white in a world that had gone black.
    

    
      
    

    
      The crowd stirred. Murmurs. Confusion. The king's voice continued steady, trained by centuries of composure: "There is nothing to fear. The city is—"
    

    
      
    

    
      The explosion hit like a fist.
    

    
      
    

    
      From the direction of the front gate, a sound so massive it bypassed the ears and went straight to the bones. The ground shook. Buildings cracked. The great square lurched beneath ten thousand feet and people fell, grabbing each other, grabbing the stones beneath them, reaching for anything solid. A column of fire rose above the rooftops to the north, red, orange, and black, mushrooming into the darkened sky.
    

    
      
    

    
      For three heartbeats, silence. The stunned, ringing silence of ten thousand people who had never heard an explosion inside these walls.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then the roar.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not the explosion's echo but something alive. A creature with lungs and rage and a throat built for sounds that shattered glass. The front gate crumbled — stone that had stood for a thousand years fell like sand — and through the gap, lit from behind by its own hellfire, a massive figure moved.
    

    
      
    

    
      Twenty feet tall. Red skin that gleamed like wet leather in the firelight. Eyes the color of sickness, yellow and burning, set in a face that was almost human and far worse for the resemblance. It walked through the ruined gate the way a man walks through a doorway. Casual and unhurried. Its first act inside the walls was to swing one enormous arm sideways and take the top off a watchtower.
    

    
      
    

    
      The guards at the front line tried. Thalindra would remember that later, when the grief allowed for it. They tried. A squad of twelve guards in silver armor were forming a line across the breach, shields raised, voices calling out formation commands they'd drilled a thousand times. The demon looked down at them the way a man looks at ants on his boot. It brought one clawed foot down on the center of the line and three guards simply ceased to exist.
    

    
      
    

    
      A bell tower fell. The Scholar's Ward, where students had gathered that morning to hang Festival banners, toppling sideways in a cascade of white stone and bronze. The sound reached the square as a deep, structural groan — the sound of a city's bones breaking.
    

    
      
    

    
      "WE'RE UNDER ATTACK!" A guard's voice from the perimeter, raw with terror. "THE GATE IS BREACHED—"
    

    
      
    

    
      His voice cut off. Replaced by screaming.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra turned to the staircase. The king had stopped mid-step, torch still raised, his face showing the first crack of real fear she'd seen on it in centuries. The queen had pressed close to his side. Voryn and his guards stood behind them, swords drawn.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Voryn!" Thalindra's voice cut across the rising panic. "Get them inside! Seal the sanctum!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Voryn's eyes met hers across fifty feet of torchlit darkness. Something in them was wrong. She should have seen it sooner. A stillness that wasn't duty, calmness that wasn't composure.
    

    
      
    

    
      He drew his sword. The blade was already wet.
    

    
      
    

    
      Queen Seraphine made a small sound. Surprise more than pain. A soft exhalation, almost a question, as if the steel inside her was something she needed a moment to understand. She looked down at the blade emerging from her chest, at the crimson spreading across white silk like a flower blooming in the wrong season. The circlet of living flowers in her hair began wilting one by one as her life left her body and took their magic with it. Her hand found the king's arm, fingers gripped the fabric of his sleeve the way a child grips a parent's hand in the dark.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then her fingers went slack.
    

    
      
    

    
      She slid off Voryn's blade and fell, tumbling down the stairs in a cascade of white and red, coming to rest in a position that looked almost peaceful. Almost like sleep, if you didn't see the blood.
    

    
      
    

    
      The sound her father made was not a scream. It was smaller than that and far more terrible. It was the sound of a man who has just watched the center of his universe stop breathing and whose body hasn't caught up to what his eyes have seen. 
    

    
      He dropped the torch. It clattered down the steps, white flame guttering but not dying. He fell to his knees beside her, gathering her into his arms, pressing his face against her hair. Four hundred years of love bleeding out between his fingers and nothing in all his power or all his years that could stop it.
    

    
      
    

    
      The crowd saw. Ten thousand people on the holiest night of their year, watching their queen die on the sacred stairs at the hands of their own guard captain. For a moment the entire square held its breath. Not panic. It was the silence before panic. A moment of absolute incomprehension when the world breaks so completely that the mind refuses to process it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then a woman screamed and the moment shattered.
    

    
      
    

    
      Two of the guards behind Voryn seized the king's arms, wrenched him away from the queen's body. He fought them, screaming now, a sound that three centuries of royal composure couldn't contain. An old man's strength against soldiers in their prime. They hauled him up the stairs and through the sanctum doors. Gone.
    

    
      
    

    
      The other two guards drew on Voryn. They had trained under him, eaten at his table, drilled in his yard. One lasted three seconds. The other four. Voryn put them both down with the efficient brutality of a man who had spent years teaching the people he was now killing, who knew every weakness in their form because he had taught them every strength.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra was already moving. Fifty feet between her and the staircase. She crossed twenty of them in the first second, divine speed blurring the world around her.
    

    
      
    

    
      The square erupted.
    

    
      
    

    
      Crimson and black cloaks materialized from the crowd's edges. Fifteen, twenty, more — the Order of Crimson, wands drawn and hoods thrown back. Fire bloomed from their hands, not the warm orange of natural flame but something sickly that burned where it touched and didn't stop. A vendor's stall exploded and a father went down, his robes alight with fire that ate through fabric and flesh with equal hunger. His daughter, a girl of maybe eight, stood over him screaming his name while the crowd surged around her like water around a stone.
    

    
      
    

    
      From the streets feeding into the square, dark elves emerged. They were fully equipped now, armored in gear taken from the guards they'd killed on their way up from the depths. They hit the crowd's flanks like wolves hitting a flock, precise and coordinated, driving civilians toward the center where they could be contained.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra stopped. The staircase was behind her. The king was gone and the queen was dead on the stairs. Between her and the steps, a line of Crimson mages had formed, wands raised.
    

    
      
    

    
      She had to choose. The staircase and the king, or the square and ten thousand civilians.
    

    
      
    

    
      It wasn't a choice.
    

    
      
    

    
      She pivoted and threw herself at the nearest cluster of dark elves, the flame on her chest roaring bright, her hair lifting on divine wind. She caught the first by the throat and the light that poured from her palm dissolved him to ash before he could scream. The second's blade she caught bare-handed, shattered it, drove her fist into his chest hard enough to send him cartwheeling into a stone pillar. The third came from behind. She didn't turn. Her right hand shot backward, caught his face, golden light flared.
    

    
      
    

    
      Three seconds. Ash.
    

    
      
    

    
      "CITIZENS OF LUMINAEL! TO THE EASTERN QUARTER! GUARDS, FORM ON ME!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Some guards responded. Those who hadn't betrayed, those who were loyal and still alive. They rallied to her, a thin line of silver armor forming as she carved a path through the square. She saved a cluster of children huddled behind a toppled bench, burning a dark elf to ash who had been advancing on them with his blade raised. She caught a Crimson mage's fire bolt mid-flight, crushed it in her fist, hurled the compressed energy back as a lance of golden light that punched through his shield and dropped him. She healed a guard whose arm had been slashed at the elbow, her light knitting flesh and bone in seconds, putting a sword back in his hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      But more dark elves poured from the side streets and Crimson mages launched fire into the fleeing crowd. At the north end of the city, the demon was still coming.
    

    
      
    

    
      She was losing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Three centuries of divine power and she was losing because they'd planned this from inside her own walls. Every defense she'd built had been compromised by people she'd fed and housed and trusted. The walls hadn't failed, they'd been bypassed. The gates hadn't been breached by force, they'd been opened by an artifact she'd let walk through the front door.
    

    
      
    

    
      Everything she'd built and protected was being torn apart from the inside.
    

    
      
    

    
      Through the chaos, she spotted two faces she knew.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael, crouched behind an overturned vendor's cart with his father, both of them wide-eyed and terrified. Gripping his wand with white knuckles, his face showing the particular terror of someone who has studied magic for years and is discovering that studying it and living it are different things entirely.
    

    
      
    

    
      Twenty feet away, pressed against the base of a fountain was Lirien. Her white Festival dress splashed with someone else's blood. Not panicked — searching. Face by face. Looking for someone who wasn't there.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Kael'vyn!" Thalindra's voice cut through the noise. The boy's head snapped toward her. "Wake your master! At all costs! Find Zolam and wake him! The city needs him! Go NOW!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael's face cycled through fear, confusion, and absolute determination. She'd seen it on his face once before, in a burning village when he'd sung a ridiculous song to summon a sleeping wizard because his friends were about to die.
    

    
      
    

    
      He grabbed his father's arm and started moving toward the eastern exits.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Lirien!" The girl looked up. Her eyes found Thalindra's across the burning square. "Go with Kael! Stay with him!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien didn't move. She was still scanning and searching.
    

    
      
    

    
      "He's not here, child." Thalindra's voice broke on the words. She hadn't meant to say it. Hadn't meant to acknowledge what she already knew — that the boy was gone, that what walked in his body now was something else, and Lirien was waiting for someone who wasn't coming back. "Go. Please. For him, go."
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Something in Lirien's face crumpled. Not all at once but in pieces. The hope first, then the denial and composure she'd been holding together since the sky went dark. She pressed her hand to her mouth. Held it there for one breath. Two.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then she turned and ran after Kael. At the edge of the square she looked back once. A single glance over her shoulder at the burning city and the place where she'd said 
      I'll wait right here.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then she was gone.
    

    
      
    

    
      Two people Akilliz loved might survive this night. That was something. That was all she could give him now.
    

    
      
    

    
      A blast of green fire struck Thalindra's shoulder. She turned.
    

    
      
    

    
      Three Crimson mages advancing in formation, wands raised. Behind them, walking through the burning square with the unhurried calm of someone who owned the ground beneath her feet, was Sylvara.
    

    
      
    

    
      She'd changed. The emerald robes were gone. In their place, crimson and black, the sigil of the Order burning on her cloak like a brand. Her moonlit hair unbraided, flowing loose around her shoulders. Her hands crackled with dark energy that made the air around her fingers wither and die. The stones beneath her feet darkened where she stepped.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra stared at her across fifty feet of chaos.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sylvara." The word came out quiet. The voice of someone who'd suspected the answer for a long time and had been waiting for the question to matter.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara didn't flinch or look away. Her green eyes met Thalindra's without shame.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The balance must be restored, Judiciar." Her voice carried the same steady composure she'd used in her workshop, measuring ingredients, instructing students. "These walls have to come down."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You killed my mother. You and your Order killed the queen."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That was Voryn's blade. But yes." No hesitation or regret. "The monarchy served its purpose. That purpose is over."
    

    
      
    

    
      "How long?" Thalindra's voice was very quiet. The battle raged around them but the space between the two women had gone still. "How long have you been planning this?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sixty years. Since the day I arrived in Luminael."
    

    
      
    

    
      Sixty years. Every lesson she'd taught and student she'd mentored. Every morning in that workshop surrounded by the craft she loved.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Was any of it true?" Thalindra asked. "Any of what you gave this city?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Something moved across Sylvara's face. A fracture in the composure, quickly sealed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "All of it was true," she said. "Every lesson, healing, and student. That's what makes this so hard." Her jaw tightened. "I love this city, Thalindra. And I'm tearing it apart because keeping it whole is killing the world outside these walls."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And the boy?"
    

    
      
    

    
      The fracture widened. For one moment Sylvara's mask slipped entirely and what was underneath was not a revolutionary or a traitor but a woman who had watched a frightened child become something remarkable. She had known the entire time that she was feeding him to a demon.
    

    
      
    

    
      "One child's life," she said. Her voice was not steady. "Against the freedom of an entire people."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You are nothing but a traitor," Thalindra said. "A murderer."
    

    
      
    

    
      A section of the outer wall collapsed. Through the breach, a second wave of dark elves streamed in, fresh from the Mistwood, armed and ready.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra looked at the breach and the demon beyond it, tearing through the northern quarter with the mindless joy of something born to destroy. She saw the dark elves and the Crimson mages. Guards falling one by one around her, their thin silver line buckling under pressure from every direction.
    

    
      
    

    
      She looked at the statue of Aurelia, still standing untouched in the center of the square, the white stone goddess with her palms open and her face serene, and her children dying at her feet.
    

    
      
    

    
      The sacred torch lay on the stairs where the king had dropped it. Its white flame still burned. Guttering low but still alive. Still holding on the way sacred things do when everything around them has stopped trying.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra made her choice.
    

    
      
    

    
      She charged. Not toward Sylvara but toward the stairs, golden light blazing from her armor, tearing through two dark elves who tried to block her path, vaulting a burning vendor's cart, hitting the staircase at a sprint. The queen's body lay on the forty-eighth step, white silk soaked red, the last of her crown's flowers finally still. Thalindra stepped past her and grabbed the torch.
    

    
      
    

    
      The white flame surged at her touch, burning higher, brighter, responding to divine power the way it was made to.
    

    
      
    

    
      She turned to face the statue. Behind her, the battle raged.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aurelia." Her voice was not a prayer or a plea. It was a command, spoken by the woman who had given her eyes for this power and would give the rest of herself if that's what the night required. "Your children are dying. COME."
    

    
      
    

    
      She drove the torch into the offering brazier at the statue's base.
    

    
      
    

    
      The white flame met the sacred oil and the world went silent.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not quiet. Silent. Every sound in the square stopped at once — the screaming, the steel, the fire, the demon's roar. Even the wind died. Ten thousand people frozen in a moment of absolute ringing stillness, as if the universe itself had taken a breath and forgotten to exhale.
    

    
      
    

    
      The statue changed.
    

    
      
    

    
      From within, a light began building in the goddess's chest and spread outward through veins of gold. They appeared in the marble as the sunrise would fill the sky. The stone warmed and shifted, open palms flexed and her fingers spread. The serene face lifted toward the darkened sky, and the lips that had been stone for a year parted.
    

    
      
    

    
      Aurelia opened her eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      They were vast and golden. Not the gold of metal or flame but the gold of the first morning, of light before it learned to be anything but itself. They looked down at the burning square, the bodies, the blood, and the breach in the walls and the demon too. In those eyes there was something that could have been sorrow.
    

    
      
    

    
      The goddess spoke.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her voice filled the world. Not loud or commanding but inescapable.
    

    
      
    

    
      "My children."
    

    
      
    

    
      The battle stopped. Every fighter in the square stood frozen, looking up at the forty-foot goddess who had just opened her eyes above them. Weapons lowered. Fire died on wands. Even Voryn, standing on the bloodied stairs, went still.
    

    
      
    

    
      Aurelia looked down at Thalindra. The Judiciar stood at her feet, torch still in hand, armor blazing, blood on her gauntlets, tears streaming from the empty sockets.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You summoned me early, child." Her voice was gentle. "The ceremony was not yet finished."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your city is burning," Thalindra said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Aurelia's golden eyes swept across the square. Took in the destruction and the bodies. All of it observed with the patient attention of someone cataloguing damage to property they hadn't visited in a while.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes," the goddess said. "So it is."
    

    
      
    

    
      And from the far side of the burning square, walking through the frozen chaos with steady unhurried steps, a boy appeared.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz Ashendale. Or what had been Akilliz Ashendale. The body was his but the way it moved was wrong. Red eyes burning in a face that had sharpened beyond human, beyond elven, into something that belonged to neither race and both. Black veins were visible on his neck and left arm. Frostbane was sheathed at his hip, the blade's pommel dark with dried blood. On his potion belt were two vials, one pulsing with amber warmth, one empty and waiting.
    

    
      
    

    
      He walked through the frozen tableau of the square. Past bodies and dropped weapons. The dark elves parted before him without thinking, the way animals part before a predator.
    

    
      
    

    
      Taimon looked up at Aurelia with stolen eyes and smiled.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Hello, Daughter."
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           The square went still.
    

    
      
    

    
           Not the forced stillness of before, when Aurelia's voice had stopped the battle like a hand pressing down on a heartbeat. This was different — the stillness of predator and prey recognizing each other across an open field. Every elf, Guard, and Crimson Mage in the square stood motionless watching a boy with burning red eyes smile up at a goddess who had just opened hers.
    

    
      
    

    
           "Hello, Daughter."
    

    
      
    

    
           The word landed like a stone dropped into still water. Ripples spread through the crowd. Murmurs. Confusion. A child's voice, too loud in the silence: "Daddy, is he lying?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Aurelia's golden eyes fixed on the boy at her feet. Something shifted in her expression — not surprise, but recognition. The kind that carries centuries of context behind it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Taimon." She said the name the way one says the name of an illness that has returned. "You wear a child's skin now. How far you've fallen."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fallen?" Taimon laughed with Akilliz's mouth, the sound too old for the throat producing it. "I am the earth beneath your stolen city, the stone your sculptor carved you from and the mountain you built walls against. Every brick of this city sits upon my domain. I've come to take it back."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You are merely a god of lies." Aurelia's voice carried the absolute certainty of divinity. "The elves know better."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Born from light?" Taimon's red eyes glittered. "Light needs something to shine on, spoiled child. It needs earth, stone, and soil. You were born upon my domain and you've spent millennia pretending otherwise."
    

    
      
    

    
      He began to walk. Slow and deliberate, circling the base of the statue, speaking not to Aurelia but to the crowd — the elves watching two of The Nine negotiate their fate.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your children beg for you. Yet what do you give in return?" He stopped and turned to face the crowd, Akilliz's stolen face wearing an expression of theatrical pity. "She takes your inventions and locks them away. Even your eyes, if you happen to sacrifice them." 
    

    
      He pointed at Thalindra. "Ask your goddess where your eyes are, Judiciar. Ask about the hearts in amber. The limbs preserved in glass."
    

    
      
    

    
      The crowd rippled with horror and disbelief. Some elves were shaking their heads refusing it. Others were looking at Thalindra and her empty sockets, seeing for the first time the cost written on her face.
    

    
      
    

    
      "More lies," Aurelia said. But she said it too quickly.
    

    
      
    

    
      And her golden eyes flickered for a moment. A crack in the infinite.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Do I?" Taimon smiled.
    

    
      
    

    
      "They are all given freely. What I do with their offerings is my concern alone."
    

    
      
    

    
      Taimon's voice dropped. "Enough. Leave this mountain to my children."
    

    
      
    

    
      Aurelia looked down at the burning square. At her children and the bodies of those who had died in her name tonight. She saw the queen's blood still drying on the sacred stairs. In those vast golden eyes, Thalindra saw the truth.
    

    
      
    

    
      The goddess was calculating.
    

    
      
    

    
      She was not grieving or raging, she was calculating. Weighing the cost of intervention against the cost of withdrawal. Measuring what this city was still worth against what it would cost to save it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aurelia." Thalindra's voice broke. "Please. They're dying."
    

    
      
    

    
      The goddess looked at her Judiciar. At the woman who had given her eyes three centuries ago and served faithfully every day since.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It is true, you have served well, my child." She spoke gently. The way you speak to someone you're about to leave.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No." Thalindra shook her head. "No, don't—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You have enough power here to defeat this demon. I trust you will live up to my expectations." She paused and looked at Taimon. "Defeat this demon and I will bless this city for a hundred years."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aurelia, please. Use your might to—"
    

    
      
    

    
      The goddess snapped her gaze back to Thalindra.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You, and the children, shall handle it. I will be watching."
    

    
      
    

    
      The light went out of the statue.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her golden radiance drained from the marble like water from a cracked vessel. The living stone went dead. The flexing hands froze and the face that had been alive settled back into carved serenity.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then the cracks appeared.
    

    
      
    

    
      They started at the feet. Hairline fractures spreading upward through the white stone, branching and multiplying. The crowd began to move, pushing and screaming. Thalindra threw herself backward as the first chunk fell — a piece of the goddess's hand, two tons of marble, slamming into the flagstones where she'd been standing and cratering the square. Stone fragments sprayed outward like shrapnel.
    

    
      
    

    
      When the dust settled, Aurelia's statue was rubble.
    

    
      
    

    
      Their goddess had abandoned them. And the monument to her had nearly killed them on the way out.
    

    
      
    

    
      The battle resumed with the fury of people who have nothing left to believe in.
    

    
      
    

    
      Morale didn't just break, it evaporated. The guards who had rallied to Thalindra faltered, some dropping weapons, some standing blank-faced in the chaos. The Order surged forward. Dark elves pushed deeper into the square. The demon at the northern breach began moving again, the ground shaking with its steps, closer with every passing moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra fought. She had no choice. Her goddess was gone, her mother was dead, her father was captured, and the city was burning. She fought with everything she had, divine light blazing from her armor, golden energy tearing through dark elves and Crimson mages alike.
    

    
      
    

    
      She was magnificent and it wasn't enough.
    

    
      
    

    
      She knew it and she fought anyway.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara's attack came coordinated. Seven wands raised as streams of darkness began converging. She'd spent sixty years studying every defense in this city, including the Judiciar's, she knew exactly where to aim.
    

    
      
    

    
      They hit Thalindra simultaneously.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her armor flared, absorbing, deflecting, but the combined assault was overwhelming. Dark chains materialized around her wrists, ankles, and throat — not physical chains but magical ones, woven from necrotic energy that sizzled where it touched. She was on her knees now, the flame on her chest guttering, her hands clawing at the dark chains that were slowly, methodically, suffocating her light.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara stepped forward through the smoke, her crimson cloak billowing, green eyes hard and certain.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Taimon!" Her voice rang across the square. "She is captured! Burn her wards off and bottle her essence! See to it now!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Taimon smiled with Akilliz's body. His stolen fingers found the Dragon's Breath on the potion belt, still warm, and the empty vial of dark glass beside it. He uncorked the dark vial and held it ready. Then reached for the liquid fire.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra saw him coming. She saw the boy walking toward her with red eyes and his father's bloody sword with two vials in his stolen hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      She saw the potionmaster who tried so hard to impress her after his mother's passing. She knew he was still in there. He was a fighter, just like his mother was.
    

    
      
    

    
      She drew breath. The cocoon tightened. Every word she spoke from inside this cage would cost her time she didn't have.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra spoke anyway. Aimed not at the demon wearing the boy's skin but at the boy trapped behind the demon's eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      "AKILLIZ — FIGHT!"
    

    
      
    

    
      The mark on Akilliz's right palm ignited.
    

    
      
    

    
      White-hot. Blinding. The golden sigil blazing to life with a fury that had nothing to do with the calm measured power Thalindra usually wielded. This was desperate. This was a three-hundred-year-old woman who had lost everything tonight spending what she had left on one boy and a hope that somewhere inside that stolen body, the boy who'd made bubbles for elven children was still alive.
    

    
      
    

    
      Taimon screamed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not Akilliz. Taimon. The demon's scream tore from the boy's throat — layered, ancient, furious — because the mark was burning not his skin but Taimon's presence itself. The golden light eating into the dark tendrils woven through Akilliz's core, searing the connections, loosening the grip.
    

    
      
    

    
      He surfaced.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was like escaping from a frozen lake, the dark water trapping him beginning to part. His own eyes opened. His own hands flexed. The darkness drained from his vision and his fingers trembled, the dark vial falling from his hand and shattering on the flagstones.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked down at his right palm. The mark blazed gold, pulsing in time with his heartbeat.
    

    
      
    

    
      His heartbeat. Not Taimon's.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked up. Thalindra was on her knees in a cocoon of black magic, her light dying, her face twisted with the effort of the words that had saved him. Sylvara stood behind her mages, green eyes wide with shock. The Order of Crimson held their wands steady, pouring darkness into the binding.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz looked at the vial in his left hand. Dragon's Breath. The best thing he'd ever made, brewed through the night with his mother's gift and demon's eyes and everything he had left.
    

    
      
    

    
      He'd made it as an offering to prove himself. To show Aurelia what a mortal could do.
    

    
      
    

    
      Aurelia was gone. The offering didn't matter anymore.
    

    
      
    

    
      But the fire still did.
    

    
      
    

    
      He uncorked the vial and drank the whole thing.
    

    
      
    

    
      The heat was instantaneous — not the measured controlled warmth of a single dose but an inferno, ten doses of Dragon's Breath hitting his bloodstream at once, thermal shock activating across every nerve simultaneously. His blood boiled, skin flushed red, vision went white at the edges. The fire was inside him, expanding, looking for a way out, demanding release.
    

    
      
    

    
      He opened his mouth.
    

    
      
    

    
      The fire that came out was not the two-second stream he'd tested on Sylvara's workshop wall. This was a torrent. A river of Dragon's fire erupting from his throat with a roar that shook the stones underfoot, amber gold and white-hot at its center. He aimed it at the cocoon itself, the dark chains holding Thalindra, and the necrotic energy screamed where Dragon's Breath met it.
    

    
      
    

    
      The dark chains blackened and dissolved.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra's cocoon ruptured. Her divine radiance met his alchemical fire in an explosion of gold and amber that sent the Crimson mages flying. Three of them didn't get up. The others scattered, formation broken, wands shattered.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara stood alone in the smoke, her singed crimson cloak still, her green eyes locked on Akilliz's face.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stood as the fire died on his lips, steam rising from his mouth and the corners of his eyes. His throat was raw and bleeding, body burning from the inside out. Ten doses. The maximum he'd considered safe was two.
    

    
      
    

    
      But Thalindra was free.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Judiciar rose from the shattered cocoon slowly. The dark magic had taken its toll — her armor was dimmer, the flame on her chest flickering where it had blazed steady before. Despite the damage, she was standing. The look on her face was the look of someone who has been pushed past the point where caution matters.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra raised her right fist.
    

    
      
    

    
      Golden light gathered around it — not the controlled radiance of her usual power but something primal, the light of someone who knew how to trade everything they have left because there's nothing left to save it for. Golden fissures split the ground beneath her feet, racing outward in branching lines of pure white-hot energy. The flagstones buckled. The ground heaved. Light poured from the cracks, blinding and pure, the concentrated essence of three hundred years of faithful service compressed into a single act.
    

    
      
    

    
      She threw her fist to the ground.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Absolution."
    

    
      
    

    
      The word wasn't spoken. It was detonated.
    

    
      
    

    
      Pillars of golden light erupted from the fissures, each one thirty feet tall, burning with the fury of a woman who had given her eyes, youth, and her family to a goddess who had just told her to handle it herself. The pillars swept outward across the square in a ring of pure annihilation. Dark elves caught in the blast dissolved to ash. Crimson mages who hadn't fled fast enough were thrown backward, their bodies crumpling. The dark magic residue in the air burned away like fog at sunrise.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra stood in the center of the devastation. The square scorched clean around her. She swayed. The fire in her chest flickered once, twice. Her right hand hung at her side, fingers blackened. She took one step. Two.
    

    
      
    

    
      On the third step, her knees buckled.
    

    
      
    

    
      She fell the way ancient things fall — slowly at first, then all at once, the weight of centuries catching up in a single moment. Her armor dissolved as she hit the ground, leaving behind a woman who looked nothing like the Judiciar who had stood at the statue's base an hour ago. The face that had been timeless was lined now, the skin papery and thin, the hands that had caught dark elf blades bare-handed were now trembling against the scorched flagstones. Her hair, still blue at the tips, had gone white at the roots.
    

    
      
    

    
      She looked like what she was. A three-hundred-and-fifty-year-old woman who had just spent the last of her borrowed youth to save this great city herself.
    

    
      
    

    
      Just as Aurelia wanted.
    

    
      
    

    
      At the front gate, the demon was pulling itself from a crater where a building had once stood when a door tore into existence beside it. Wooden and crackling, placed into existence by someone who didn't care about doing it neatly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Master Zolam stepped through.
    

    
      
    

    
      The wizard was awake for the first time in weeks. His beard caught the firelight, illuminating an old man with a tall staff and a simple gray cloak. His blue eyes, usually half-lidded and drowsy, were open. Wide open. The eyes of something that had been sleeping for a very long time and was extremely unhappy about being woken up.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael stumbled through the door behind him, wand in hand, the other gripping Lirien's arm. Both of them were pale and breathing hard, looking like they'd run the length of the city to find a wizard who hadn't wanted to be found.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Master Zolam," Kael panted. "Please—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Zolam looked at the demon. The demon looked at Zolam.
    

    
      
    

    
      Something passed between them. Recognition. The demon's yellow eyes widened and its massive body — twenty feet of red skin, muscle, and rage — went very still. The clawed hands that had been tearing through buildings like paper curled inward, defensive.
    

    
      
    

    
      It knew him. The demon knew the sleeping Archon because he was the one who enslaved and bottled demons with ancient words.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Grey One.
    

    
      
    

    
      Zolam smiled. Extended one hand, palm open, fingers spread.
    

    
      
    

    
      Every dark elf in the street froze. Their feet locked to the ground, faces frozen in whatever expression they'd been wearing when the old wizard's spell hit them. A dozen living statues in dark armor scattered across the ruined street.
    

    
      
    

    
      Zolam tugged his beard. Once. A short, sharp pull, like a man adjusting his collar.
    

    
      
    

    
      They shattered loudly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mm. That is how, Kael, I earned the nickname The Glass Beard. Quite dangerous, you see."
    

    
      
    

    
      The demon watched its allies disintegrate, those yellow eyes tracking the glass fragments falling, settling into silence. Then they returned to the grey one.
    

    
      
    

    
      The old wizard stepped forward with a kind smile, holding his unassuming staff. The demon stepped back.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Listen here. I know who summoned you and I know the box you crawled out of. You have three seconds to return to it."
    

    
      
    

    
      The demon's mouth opened. A sound came out that might have been defiance.
    

    
      
    

    
      "One."
    

    
      
    

    
      The demon bolted. Not toward Zolam but away, turning its massive body with surprising speed and launching itself toward the breach in the wall, toward the Mistwood, toward escape.
    

    
      
    

    
      Zolam was already moving, a summoned door opening behind him without a gesture or a word. Kael grabbed Lirien's hand and pulled her after him.
    

    
      
    

    
      They emerged into the scorched remains of the great square.
    

    
      
    

    
      The golden blast had cleared the center but the edges still burned. Crimson mages who had survived were fleeing through the side streets. Dark elves were running, scrambling over rubble, abandoning formation. The coordinated assault that had hit the city from three sides was unraveling as the attackers realized that what they'd just witnessed was not something they could fight.
    

    
      
    

    
      Voryn stood on the bloodied staircase. The last traitor still standing. He'd watched the pillars of light sweep the square, he saw the dark elves disintegrate, and the Order shatter. His sword was still drawn, the queen's blood dried brown on the blade.
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned to run.
    

    
      
    

    
      A figure stepped from behind a pillar at the staircase's edge wearing silver armor and storm-cloud eyes. She had a blade drawn with the steady hand of someone who had waited for this moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lysara.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Captain." Her voice was ice. The same voice that had called Akilliz peasant shit at the gates, that had sneered and spat and made a boy feel worthless on his first day in Luminael. But the eyes behind that voice were clear, furious, and aimed at the man who had murdered her queen.
    

    
      
    

    
      Voryn raised his sword. "Stand down, Lysara. You don't want—"
    

    
      
    

    
      She moved faster. The blade took him through the throat. Clean and efficient. The way he had trained her.
    

    
      
    

    
      Voryn's eyes widened. His sword clattered on the stairs as he fell beside the guards he'd killed, and the queen he'd murdered. His body went limp on the sacred stairs where kings and queens had walked for centuries.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lysara pulled her blade free and wiped it on his cloak before spitting.
    

    
      
    

    
      The city guard rallied. It happened the way courage returns to people who have been given a reason to believe again. The divine pillars had cleared the square. Zolam's arrival had sealed the gate. The remaining guards were bloodied, battered, and grieving, they formed up. Silver armor caught the light of burning buildings as they began pushing outward from the square in organized formations, driving dark elves and Crimson stragglers before them.
    

    
      
    

    
      Civilians joined. Not soldiers. Bakers, merchants, and students who had grabbed whatever they could find. A blacksmith with a hammer. An old woman with a bow she hadn't drawn in forty years. They fought because their city was burning and their goddess had left. They had nothing but each other and that was enough.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara saw the tide turn.
    

    
      
    

    
      Standing at the western edge of the square, the Order of Crimson lay scattered or dead. The dark elves were fleeing and the demon was gone. She watched the city she had spent sixty years infiltrating rise up against everything she'd planned.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her eyes found Akilliz across the scorched square. The boy was on his knees beside Thalindra's collapsed form, his face his own, his eyes his own, steam still rising from his lips. Shaking from the potion still burning through his system.
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn't see her looking.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sylvara watched him for a long moment, her green eyes bright with tears she couldn't stop.
    

    
      
    

    
      "So," she whispered behind a hushed hand. "He lives."
    

    
      
    

    
      She turned into the smoke and disappeared between the burning buildings without a word. The last image of Sylvara in the city of Luminael was a crimson cloak vanishing into ash-gray air, moonlit hair catching the firelight one final time before the smoke swallowed her whole.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz knelt beside Thalindra.
    

    
      
    

    
      She was on the ground, helmet gone, dissolved with the rest of her armor. Her face aged beyond recognition, the timeless features collapsed into deep lines, her hands trembling against the scorched flagstones. Tears ran from her empty sockets, cutting tracks through the ash on her cheeks.
    

    
      
    

    
      Zolam knelt beside her, his expression — usually hidden behind sleep and nonsense — naked with grief.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Youngling," he said quietly. "Why did you spend so much?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Because sometimes that's what it takes," she whispered.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael stood behind Zolam, face white. Lirien was beside him, her blood-splashed white dress torn at the hem, her silver eyes locked on Akilliz's face with an expression that held everything she couldn't say.
    

    
      
    

    
      Taimon surged.
    

    
      
    

    
      Without warning. A wave of darkness crashed against the walls of Akilliz's control, the demon's fury slamming back into the space the mark had cleared. His head snapped back. His eyes flickered — brown, red, brown, red. His hands spasmed, his mouth twisting between two expressions, his own anguish and Taimon's rage layered over each other.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Get — get BACK—"
    

    
      
    

    
      His voice broke. Shifted lower and layered. "You think a mark can hold me, Judiciar? I am the earth—"
    

    
      
    

    
      His voice broke again, a whimper underneath. "I want to li—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Zolam's hand shot out and caught Akilliz's wrist. The old wizard's grip was iron, his throat humming a simple tune.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Hold still, child."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Release me at once, old wizard. I will—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Zolam studied the boy's face. Watched the eyes flicker. Red. Brown. Red. Brown. His expression shifted from concern to dismissive.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This is not the body of a god," Zolam said flatly. "You're a mortal boy possessed by a being hiding inside the mountain." He tightened his grip and light pulsed from his palm — crystalline, clear, the color of glass. "Far easier to deal with."
    

    
      
    

    
      Binding runes erupted across Akilliz's skin, shimmering patterns of light locking his arms to his sides, his legs together. Taimon screamed from behind his teeth, the sound muffled, his presence compressing into a smaller and smaller space inside the boy's mind.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz's eyes settled. Tears began streaming down his face.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Help me," he whispered. "There's a demon inside." He coughed, and blood came up on his lips.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at Thalindra on the ground. The woman who had taken the Lightspire Bloom from him. She spent everything she had on one word aimed at a boy trapped inside a demon. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "The Lightspire Bloom," he said, his voice wrecked and raw, blood on every word. "The one you took from me. Where is it?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra's empty sockets turned toward his voice. "The office. On my desk."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Someone get it!" He was shaking, the binding runes holding his body still while inside he was burning, Taimon pressing against the cage, his heart doing something wrong. "Bring it to me. I can still brew. I can save you."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien moved first. Running before anyone else processed the words, her torn white dress flying behind her as she sprinted for the streets, for the office, to find a bloom that had failed to save one woman and might save another.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael went after her. "You don't know where the—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then SHOW me!"
    

    
      
    

    
      They disappeared into the smoke-filled streets.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz looked down at Thalindra. She'd given him a mark that saved his life and spent everything she had to bring him out of the abyss. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Stay alive," he said, tears streaming down his cheeks. "Please. I can save you."
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra's cracked lips moved. What came out was barely a whisper.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Stubborn, young light."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes," he said, sniffling. "The stubbornest."
    

    
      
    

    
      And somewhere behind the binding runes, the burning blood, and the demon pressing against its cage, Akilliz held on. Not because he was strong enough or because the mark protected him.
    

    
      
    

    
      But because there was a woman beside him who needed saving, a girl running through smoke who deserved better than losing him, and a stubborn friend who would do anything if asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      He held on.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
       
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 42: Blood Price
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
           The square was still burning.
    

    
      
    

    
           It wasn't burning with fire, the last of the flames had died when Thalindra's light swept through. What burned now was quieter. Embers in collapsed stalls. Smoke rising from cracks in scorched flagstones.
    

    
      
    

    
           Akilliz knelt in the center of it, bound by Zolam's runes. They covered his arms, his chest, his legs. He could see the shimmering patterns of light that held Taimon compressed somewhere deep inside his skull, and Taimon's presence felt like a constant pressure behind his eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
           Every breath he took felt like swallowing embers. Ten doses of Dragon's Breath were still cooking his organs from the inside, his throat was raw meat, and his heart was beating too fast, then too slow, then skipping entirely before slamming back to life.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was dying. Slowly. From the inside out.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra lay on the ground beside him. What was left of her. Her breathing was thin and rattled, and quickly fading.
    

    
      
    

    
      He could hear it getting quieter.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then came footsteps. Kael's voice first — "Move, move, let us through!" — and then Lirien beside him, her torn dress streaked with blood that wasn't hers, her silver eyes enormous, a glass bottle clutched against her chest.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Lightspire Bloom.
    

    
      
    

    
      The same bloom he'd harvested on Frosthelm before this mad journey, the one the Judiciar had confiscated and locked away. Lirien held it out to him with shaking hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz looked at it. The petals still glowed faintly, white veined with gold, pulsing with their own slow light. Alive, after everything.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Master Zolam," he said. "My hands. I need my hands."
    

    
      
    

    
      The old wizard studied him. Those blue eyes sharp, awake, nothing sleepy about them now. They assessed the binding runes, the boy inside them, the demon pressing against the cage.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Just the hands," Zolam said. "Nothing else."
    

    
      
    

    
      The runes adjusted. Light shifted across his skin like water finding new channels. His arms came free. Everything else stayed locked.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz held the bloom.
    

    
      
    

    
      He had nothing. No demon eyes to show him the molecular structure of every petal or forbidden knowledge whispering measurements and ratios. The corruption was caged. The Dragon's Breath was burning itself out. He was just a boy with a flower next to a dying woman but he still had his mother's gift.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I need a bottle," he said. "And water."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael found both. A glass vial from the rubble of a merchant's stall, still intact. Water from a cracked fountain that somehow still ran, clean and cold.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz held the bloom in his lap and turned it in his hands. For the first time since Frosthelm, he stopped listening to anything quieter than a scream and simply looked.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not with analysis or power. He looked with attention. The kind you give to a living thing when you want to understand it and not just use it.
    

    
      
    

    
      The petals were warm under his fingers. Softer than he remembered. Each one veined with gold threads so fine they were almost invisible, a lattice of living light woven through the flower's flesh like a second circulatory system. He'd seen this before — Taimon's eyes had shown it to him as data, structure, something to be decoded and exploited.
    

    
      
    

    
      But that wasn't what he saw now.
    

    
      
    

    
      What he saw was something warmer. Something that moved. The gold veins weren't a grid. They were having a conversation. Every petal connected to every other, every strand of light responding not to analysis but to intention, to the touch of the hands holding it, to the life in the fingers that cradled it. The flower was talking to him. Not in words. In warmth.
    

    
      
    

    
      The way herbs had always talked to Ma.
    

    
      
    

    
      He began picking petals. One at a time. Carefully. Not crushing or measuring. Just listening to the flower and taking what it offered. The petals came free easily, and where they separated, the gold veins flared once — bright and brief before settling.
    

    
      
    

    
      He placed the first petal in the water and took a calm breath.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he hummed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Three simple notes. The melody she'd used when she healed Old Cobb's hand in the market. The notes he'd sung on the mountain at thirteen, standing before Aurelia's shrine in the snow, cutting a bloom that was supposed to save her.
    

    
      
    

    
      His voice was ruined. The Dragon's Breath had burned his throat raw and the sound that came out was cracked, barely musical, more breath than tone. But the notes were right and he meant them. He hummed because he wanted Thalindra to live, that was the only reason, and it was enough.
    

    
      
    

    
      The water began to glow.
    

    
      
    

    
      White-gold. The color of sunrise on snow, the color of Ma's healing salve on a market morning. He added another petal and watched the lattice dissolve into the water and reform. The glow deepened and warmed, steadying into something that pulsed with quiet, persistent life.
    

    
      
    

    
      The potion was simple. Three petals, clean water, three notes.
    

    
      
    

    
      Nothing else.
    

    
      
    

    
      The square was silent around him. Kael stood behind him with tears running down his face and his hand over his mouth. Lirien gripped Kael's arm so hard her knuckles were white. Zolam's eyebrows had risen — not in concern but in genuine surprise. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The square sat in awe at the boy and his song.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz held the bottle to Thalindra's lips. Her hands were too weak to lift. Her empty sockets turned toward him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Drink," he said, sniffling. "Just like she taught me."
    

    
      
    

    
      She drank.
    

    
      
    

    
      The effect was not dramatic. The color returned to her skin slowly, like dawn creeping across a grey landscape. The trembling in her hands stilled. Her breathing steadied — still thin and aged, but steady. The clock that had been running out didn't reverse. It paused. The dying stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      She would not get younger or get her power back. Thalindra was three hundred and fifty years old and she looked every one of them.
    

    
      
    

    
      There's always a price.
    

    
      
    

    
      Yet she was alive.
    

    
      
    

    
      A tear fell from her left socket, tracking through the ash on her cheek.
    

    
      
    

    
      "She taught you well," she whispered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes," Akilliz said. "She did."
    

    
      
    

    
      He meant it in a way he never had before. The Lightspire Bloom was never a failure. It was never meant to cure. It was meant to buy time — enough time for someone else to figure out the rest. Ma had known that and brewed it anyway because buying time is what healers do. You keep the patient alive long enough for something better to arrive.
    

    
      
    

    
      That was the lesson. It was always the lesson.
    

    
      
    

    
      He just hadn't been listening.
    

    
      
    

    
      They moved her to the only intact room they could find — Thalindra's office, half its ceiling collapsed but the inner walls still standing. Kael and Lirien carried her. Zolam walked behind them, staff humming with quiet light. Akilliz walked bound with runes, each step monitored, Taimon a constant pressure at the base of his skull.
    

    
      
    

    
      They propped Thalindra against the wall, wrapped her in someone's cloak. Zolam closed what remained of the door and stood before it like a sentinel.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The boy," Thalindra said. Her voice was thin but steady — the Judiciar speaking, not the dying woman. "We need to address the child."
    

    
      
    

    
      "One first needs to address the pact," Zolam said, studying Akilliz with the focused attention of a man reading a difficult text. "He needs to see the original contract. In a language he can read. Including whatever was hidden at signing."
    

    
      
    

    
      They both looked at Akilliz.
    

    
      
    

    
      He understood. The demand had to come from him. The signatory.
    

    
      
    

    
      He drew a breath that tasted like scorched iron.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Show me what I signed," he said. Not to the room. To the thing behind his eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      Zolam's hand tightened on his staff. The runes brightened. Somewhere inside Akilliz's skull, pressure built — the binding squeezing inward, compressing — and the thing inside snarled against the walls of its cage.
    

    
      
    

    
      Pain. White hot and sharp went lancing through his temples.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then, with the deliberate contempt of a man tossing coins to a beggar:
    

    
      
    

    
      "As you wish."
    

    
      
    

    
      The papers materialized in his lap.
    

    
      
    

    
      The parchment was warm and slightly damp. It flexed under his fingers like something alive, and the text on its surface writhed and shifted before settling into common tongue. Black ink on skin-colored paper. Every page. Every clause. Including the ones that hadn't been there when a thirteen-year-old boy signed in the snow. He now saw the ones that appeared after the blood dried.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz read.
    

    
      
    

    
      The room watched him read and saw his face drain of color. They saw the trembling start in his fingers and spread to his whole body. His mouth opened. Closed. Opened again. The sound that came out was not a word. Not a scream.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was agony.
    

    
      
    

    
      He held his hand to his face and sobbed. Full-body sobs that shook his shoulders and twisted his mouth. The kind of crying that has no pride in it. The crying that comes when you finally understand what you've done and there is no undoing it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra stepped forward and snatched the papers from his lap. The moment her fingers touched them the parchment began to wither, edges curling, blackening. She read fast. Her expression went ash white. The papers crumbled to nothing in her grip.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What does it say?" Lirien's voice was high and tight. "What's the price to break it?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra's mouth moved. Nothing came out. She tried again.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Everything."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz, through his hands, through the sobbing: "Every drop of blood. I'm dead. I'm going to die. I'm never—"
    

    
      
    

    
      His voice changed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Mid-word, mid-breath, it dropped and deepened, layering itself over his own like a second speaker occupying the same throat. The crying stopped. His face went slack, then rearranged itself into an expression that didn't belong to him. Something old and terrifying.
    

    
      
    

    
      "He signed willingly." Taimon's voice. Akilliz's mouth. "Every drop of blood is mine by right. He'll never pay the price because he can't. You cannot save what was freely given, old wizard. He's mi—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Zolam's hand shot out.
    

    
      
    

    
      Blinding light pulsed from his palm. The impact slammed Taimon back so hard Akilliz's head snapped forward, chin hitting his chest, the demon's presence compressed into something small and screaming deep inside the boy's skull.
    

    
      
    

    
      The old wizard's face was thunderous. He was personally offended.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Absolute drivel," Zolam snapped. His beard bristled with static charge. "Contractual possession clauses in blood pacts have had legal precedent against them since the Second Age. Any competent Archon knows this." He straightened his cloak with a sharp, irritated tug. "Playing with a stolen body is disgraceful, even for The Nine."
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz's eyes settled. He was gasping, shaking, tears and blood on his face, but the voice that came out when he tried to speak was his.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Can you break it?" he whispered.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra and Zolam exchanged a look.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The pact was sealed in blood," Thalindra said, her voice the Judiciar's now — steady and clinical. "Your blood became the binding agent. Every drop carries the contract's signature. To break the pact, the cursed blood has to be removed from your body. All of it."
    

    
      
    

    
      She paused.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The only way to do it fast enough before the demon can reinforce the binding is a wound near the heart. Deep." She said it with the measured precision of a surgeon describing a procedure. "Near the heart. We cannot do it for you — the pact recognizes only the signatory's intent."
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence. The kind that has weight.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We will do our best, young light." Her voice broke on the name. "There is no promise. No guarantee. These might be your last moments." She stopped. Breathed. "If you wish to say anything, say it now."
    

    
      
    

    
      He shook his head.
    

    
      
    

    
      No speech or dramatic last words followed. Just a boy on the floor of a ruined office who had run out of things to say and had only one thing left to do.
    

    
      
    

    
      But his eyes said everything.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at Kael. His best friend. The boy who sang a ridiculous song to wake a sleeping wizard. Who declared himself champion-adjacent. Who had never, in all the weeks of watching Akilliz slip away, given up on him. Something passed between them that wasn't words. It was understanding and brotherhood. The kind of look that says if I don't come back, you were the best thing about this place.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael's jaw clenched as he fought back tears. He nodded once.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at Thalindra. The woman who had taken his bloom and spent three centuries of borrowed youth on a single word aimed at the boy trapped inside a demon.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at Lirien.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her white dress was ruined. Torn, blood-splashed, streaked with ash. Her silver eyes were full — not just with tears but with everything she'd never said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien's hand found his. She held it and didn't flinch or look away.
    

    
      
    

    
      He squeezed once.
    

    
      
    

    
      Zolam released the binding on his right arm. The runes shifted, flowed, created a channel of freedom from shoulder to fingertip.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz drew his knife. Small and simple. The same blade he'd carried since Frosthelm. The one Pa had given him.
    

    
      
    

    
      He pressed the point against his chest. Left side. Below the collarbone. He could feel his heart hammering beneath the steel, too fast, too hard, still fighting the Dragon's Breath that was cooking him from within.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at Lirien one more time. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he drove the knife in.
    

    
      
    

    
      The pain was instant, total, and it erased everything. There was only the blade and the body, and the blood that came rushing out to meet the air.
    

    
      
    

    
      But the blood was wrong
    

    
      
    

    
      It hissed where it hit the table. It dripped to the stone floor it evaporated on contact, burning away in thin tendrils of dark vapor that rose and dissipated, smelling of scorched iron and old graves. The cursed blood was destroying itself as it left his body, every drop that carried Taimon's signature burning to nothing the moment it escaped.
    

    
      
    

    
      Taimon screamed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not through Akilliz's mouth, because the boy was past screaming. The sound came from somewhere deeper — from the pact itself, the binding being torn apart clause by clause as the ink that wrote it bled away. A howl of rage and loss ripped through the room and cracked the remaining glass in the windows.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz's eyes flickered. Brown and red. The brown holding longer each time. The red growing fainter, dimmer, a dying flame losing its fuel.
    

    
      
    

    
      His hand went slack around the knife, eyes closed as he fell into darkness.
    

    
      
    

    
      They snapped together like a battle station.
    

    
      
    

    
      Four people. Each with different reasons for being in this room. United by the boy bleeding on the table who had maybe sixty seconds before the bleeding killed him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra commanded. Despite everything, the Judiciar took control, her voice iron.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Zolam. Can you freeze time? Absolute. Around and inside his body. Every biological process, every cell, his core itself. At the moment before death."
    

    
      
    

    
      Zolam tugged his beard. Once. Sharp.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Can a dog's nose fit into my sock?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra tilted her head.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Depends on how long, youngling."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ten minutes."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Hmph." He reached into his cloak and produced his staff — not the unassuming walking stick but the real one. It hummed with blue light so intense the shadows in the room fled to the corners.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Lirien." Thalindra turned. "Heal the structures he damaged. Veins, vessels, tissue. From the inside layer out. Knit him whole."
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien's hands were shaking. Her face was streaked with tears. But her eyes were steady. She stepped forward, the healing magic gathering at her fingertips quiet and patient — the kind that hums to flesh the way you hum to herbs, because you want it to mend.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Kael." Thalindra's voice softened for a fraction of a breath. "Runes. Start drawing now. I need binding runes across the chest, the hands, the feet. His life, my blood."
    

    
      
    

    
      She met his eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      "If chalk does not work, carve them in."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael's face went white. But his hand was already reaching for his wand. Already moving.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Now. Begin."
    

    
      
    

    
      Zolam planted his staff.
    

    
      
    

    
      The crystalline light that erupted from it was clear and pure — the color of cold glass in sunlight, of ice so clean it's invisible, of time itself made visible and held still. It expanded outward in a sphere that enclosed Akilliz's body in a cocoon of frozen moments.
    

    
      
    

    
      The bleeding stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      The breathing stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      The heart paused mid-beat.
    

    
      
    

    
      Everything inside the cocoon went still, not dead or alive, suspended in the breath between one second and the next. Crystalline light played across the boy's face and in that light his expression was almost peaceful.
    

    
      
    

    
      Almost.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lirien's hands entered the cocoon. Zolam's magic allowed her in, recognizing her intention and parting for her the way water parts for a stone. She worked from the inside out — mending what the blade had severed, knitting what the cursed blood had scorched on its way through. Her magic glowed where it touched, warm, white and gentle. She worked with the focus of someone who had trained for exactly this and the desperation of someone who had fallen in love with the patient.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael drew runes. He traced patterns on Akilliz's chest, over the heart, across the ribs. When chalk wouldn't hold on blood-slicked skin, he switched to his blade without hesitation. The light followed the shallow cuts, turning golden where Thalindra's blood — offered freely from her own wrist, dripped onto the blade and mixed with the pattern and sealed them into place. Binding runes across the chest. Life-anchoring runes on his palms. More carved onto the soles of his feet.
    

    
      
    

    
      His hands didn't shake.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra stood over all of them. Directing. Her blood on Kael's blade. Her knowledge guiding Lirien's hands — 
      deeper, the aortic arch, you're missing it
       — her will holding the room together through sheer force of a woman who had spent three hundred years refusing to let her people die.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ten minutes.
    

    
      
    

    
      Zolam's face was strained. Sweat appeared on his ancient brow, something no one in the room had ever seen. His light flickered once. Twice. Holding time still inside a living body was not freezing a river or pausing a clock. It was holding a conversation with every cell, every molecule, convincing all of them to wait. To trust that the next second would come.
    

    
      
    

    
      Nine minutes.
    

    
      
    

    
      Eight.
    

    
      
    

    
      Seven.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Time," Zolam said through gritted teeth.
    

    
      
    

    
      The cocoon dissolved.
    

    
      
    

    
      Blood flowed. A heart beat resumed. One beat. Then two. Weak and stuttering, but there.
    

    
      
    

    
      The binding runes across Akilliz's chest blazed gold — Thalindra's blood and Kael's craft locking into place, sealing the door that the cursed blood had opened. Dark vapor rose from his skin in thin tendrils, the last of the tainted blood burning away. The black veins on his left arm began to fade, pulling back toward the mark on his palm like water receding from a shore.
    

    
      
    

    
      The mark shrank.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dimmed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Went from angry red to dull grey.
    

    
      
    

    
      To nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Akilliz's left hand that had been grey and corrupted for months, the one Lirien had held anyway — returned to its normal color.
    

    
      
    

    
      For a long moment, the room held its breath.
    

    
      
    

    
      His eyes opened.
    

    
      
    

    
      Blue.
    

    
      
    

    
      Both of them. His own eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      But in each iris, a single fleck of gold. Small and permanent. The residue of what had happened here. He would carry those gold flecks for the rest of his life. A reminder. Not a wound, but a scar. Because scars remembered.
    

    
      
    

    
      His ears were still slightly pointed. Not fully elven and not fully human. Changed by what he'd become and what he'd survived.
    

    
      
    

    
      He blinked. Looked at the ceiling. At the cracked stone, the ash drifting through the broken window.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he looked at Lirien.
    

    
      
    

    
      She was right there beside him. She hadn't moved and hadn't let go.
    

    
      
    

    
      She didn't say anything or ask if he was okay.
    

    
      
    

    
      She kissed him.
    

    
      
    

    
      She kissed him the way you kiss someone you almost lost — cupped his face in her hands and pressed her mouth to his, and every unsaid thing between them landed in that single point of contact. He kissed her back. His hands found her waist and pulled her closer. He tasted salt — her tears or his, it didn't matter. Nothing mattered except being here again without the demon muting just how real this world was.
    

    
      
    

    
      He felt love.
    

    
      
    

    
      The warmth of being alive.
    

    
      
    

    
      When they broke apart she was laughing and crying at the same time. He was just crying. Smiling through it, but crying.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kael put his hand on Akilliz's shoulder and squeezed once.
    

    
      
    

    
      Zolam lowered his staff. Adjusted his cloak and sniffed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Adequate," he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      But his eyes were bright.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thalindra. Aged and diminished, wrapped in a borrowed cloak, her empty sockets leaking tears she couldn't stop. She reached out and touched Akilliz's face. Her fingertips found his cheek. Traced the line of his jaw. Felt the slightly pointed ears that hadn't been there when she first met him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Stubborn, young light," she whispered.
    

    
      
    

    
      He took her hand. Held it against his cheek.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The stubbornest.”
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Elvish Language System 
    

    
      P
      refixes
       (Carriers)
    

    
      
    

    
      Vael-   sacred / blessed / soul (positive, divine)  
    

    
      Sha'vyn  mud / low / peasant (derogatory)  
    

    
      Kyn-    mortal / earthbound (neutral-to-negative)  
    

    
      Vyr-    earth / nature / living (neutral-to-positive)  
    

    
      Lyr-   light / wonder / beauty (positive)  
    

    
      Shal-    peace / rest / stillness (blessing)  
    

    
      Rath-    depth / place (neutral or ominous)  
    

    
      Syl-    moon / night (positive, mystical)
    

    
      
    

    
      S
      uffixes
       (Function Words)
    

    
      
    

    
       -thar     thing / essence / being (makes nouns)  
    

    
      -tharis  breath / spirit / flow (animated essence)  
    

    
       -kyn      one who / friend of (creates agent nouns)  
    

    
      -ethar    state of being (makes abstract nouns)  
    

    
      -vadis   path / journey / walk  
    

    
      -durath  waste / filth / refuse (harsh, vulgar)  
    

    
      -vyntha  weaver / master (honorific for skilled practitioners)  
    

    
      -shara   guardian / keeper (title of authority)
    

    
      
    

    
       Phonetic Rules
    

    
      
    

    
      B
      lessings & Formal Speech 
    

    
      
    

    
      - Soft consonants: l, v, th, sh, s, r, m, n  
    

    
      - Vowel-heavy: a, e, i, y (frequent ae, ei combinations)  
    

    
      - Flowing, melodic rhythm  
    

    
      
    

    
      I
      nsults & Harsh Terms 
    

    
      
    

    
      - Hard consonants: k, d, t  
    

    
      - Sharp, guttural sounds  
    

    
      - Abrupt rhythm  
    

    
      
    

    
       
      Established Vocabulary
    

    
       Greetings & Blessings
    

    
      
    

    
      - Kwe'vadis  Good morning / greetings (lit. “good path”)  
    

    
      - Shal'ethar    Be at peace (blessing)  
    

    
      - Lyr'vadis     Walk with light (formal blessing)
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      T
      itles & Honorifics
    

    
      
    

    
      - Vael'Shara    Soul-guardian (Thalindra’s title)  
    

    
      - Syl'vyntha    Moon-weaver (Sylvara’s title, master alchemist)  
    

    
      - Vael'kyn     Fae-friend (title of honor)
    

    
      
    

    
      S
      lurs & Insults
    

    
      
    

    
      - Sha'vyn durath  Peasant shit (vulgar slur for humans)  
    

    
      - Kyn'thara        Mortal-thing (slur for humans)  
    

    
      - Durath'kyn      Filthy-mortal (harsh insult)
    

    
      
    

    
      P
      laces
    

    
      
    

    
      - Vyr'shaleth   Earth-peace-place?  (hidden Mistwood village)
    

    
      - Lumara (maybe was once Lyr'Mara then humans changed it) 
    

    
      - Luminael (already elvish?) 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      P
      otions & Herbs
    

    
      
    

    
      - Vael'tharis  Soul’s Breath (sacred healing potion)  
    

    
      - Vyr'elthar    Earth-essence herb (silver-veined healing herb)
    

    
      
    

    
       Expressions
    

    
      - Lyr'ethar vyn   Light-beauty wonder (expression of awe)  
    

    
      - Vael'thal      Soul-breath / true heart (genuine person)
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
       
      How to Build New Words
    

    
      
    

    
      Formula: [PREFIX] + [ROOT / SUFFIX] = Meaning
    

    
      
    

    
      Examples:
    

    
      - Vael + tharis     → Vael'tharis    (Soul’s Breath)  
    

    
      - Sha'vyn + durath  → Sha'vyn durath  (peasant shit)  
    

    
      - Kwe + vadis       → Kwe'vadis      (good morning)  
    

    
      - Syl + vyntha      → Syl'vyntha     (moon-weaver / master alchemist)
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      U
      sage Notes
    

    
      
    

    
      Formal / Sacred Contexts  
    

    
      - Prefer Vael-, Shal-, Lyr- prefixes  
    

    
      - Soft, flowing pronunciation  
    

    
      - Example: Vael'kyn thal (“true heart”, soul-friend)
    

    
      
    

    
      Casual / Common Speech 
    

    
      - Simpler constructions  
    

    
      - Example: Kwe'vadis (instead of elaborate greetings)
    

    
      
    

    
      Insults / Confrontation 
    

    
      - Use Sha'vyn, Durath, hard consonants  
    

    
      - Harsher, clipped pronunciation  
    

    
      - Example: Durath'kyn! (“Filth-mortal!”)
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