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    We travel on, day and night, towards a greener place to rest at last.
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Bark shattered off the tree as an arrow landed with a dull thump mere inches from the pinned shred of white cloth Dusk had been using as a target. A small surge of pride eased the ache of his shoulders and arm and made a smile sneak across his lips. The splintered, exposed wood and chipped bark all down the tree’s side told of his efforts in the last hour.

“Well, that’s a lot better,” Lex said, stepping up to Dusk on the shoulder. “You’re a bit of a natural at this, but time will make you more accurate. Most people I’ve met can’t even hit the tree for the first few weeks, especially at this distance.”

“I’ll keep practicing,” Dusk said simply. 

“You’ll be a better shot than me in no time. I was always terrible with a bow,” Lex replied with a sigh. “I’m not great with this heavy beast of a blade either,” he looked at the thick bastard sword on his hip. “If we ever come across a town again, I want to find another rapier.”

“What do you want with some flimsy weapon like that?” Tara called from a few paces away. She was packing up the last of the bags and throwing them across Maribel’s back. “You should get a great sword and put some muscle on that skinny body of yours. You’re too easy to overpower and you look like a toothpick.”

“Remind me why we brought her along again?”

They had been traveling for a week through the endless sea of grass and neither Lex nor Tara had stopped bickering the entire time. At first Dusk had found it wore on his patience and by the end of a day’s travel he wanted nothing more than to slip away and sit with Maribel for a while, enjoying the silence with his only non-verbal companion. Somehow the constant arguing had brought Lex closer to his previous self, like he was before the incident at Windshear Tower. Dusk had wondered if Lex would ever truly recover. Less than a week before, he had been concerned that Lex would leave them and wander alone. To Dusk’s relief, Lex had chosen to go south with them through the plains to Emerald Deep. He seemed to be making a good recovery.

The great lake at the edge of the ocean still lay more than three weeks away on foot. The cold and snow had made it slow going, the wind on the plains cutting through their clothing and keeping them from building a fire most nights. Still, they kept on each day, trying to take shelter under trees when they found them and hoping the snow-covered grassland would end eventually. Tara assured them it would, but neither Dusk nor Lex had any idea what lay beyond. They were already beyond Ditania’s lawful reach, even if the land belonged to the newly-crowned king. It was a wild country without a village or road in sight.

Both Lex and Tara had proven useful on their journey so far. After finding the village at the base of the mountains burned to the ground and no survivors in sight, they’d turned onto the plains with little more than a few days of rations and water to survive. Tara’s hunting prowess brought in fresh meat almost every night. Lex on the other hand, well-educated in foraging, found edible wild roots and plants to bolster their meals. Between the two of them, they were all well fed. Water was scarcer, but they had happened upon ponds and water-filled depressions in the hilly landscape here and there to refill their water skins. Dusk was surprised to find small fish living at the edges of some of the pools. He’d pointed them out to Lex, but they were too small to eat. Lex promised him when they finally came across something large enough, he would teach him to fish. Thrilled by the idea, Dusk became a great spotter for water sources on their journey. However, he was confused as to how the fish had gotten there in the first place with no incoming streams or rivers, but neither of his companions had an answer for him.

Another arrow sunk into the scarred bark, piercing the cloth that hung there.

“Hey! You got it!” Lex yelled as he clapped his hands together a few times. “Soon we’ll have you out there hunting with Tara so we can eat something other than rabbits! I can’t believe you hit it!”

“Thanks,” Dusk replied sheepishly. He reached up and scratched the skin that chafed under his cold metal collar.

“Time to go, junior assassins,” Tara called from behind them. “Looks like more clouds are moving in over the mountain. We should be nearing the end of the plains soon. I don’t want to be caught out here for another blizzard.”

Lex jogged over to the tree, retrieving the arrows. Dusk turned back to Tara, putting the bow across his back.

“Do you think we’ll make it there by tonight?”

“I don’t know. I can’t see a treeline in the distance yet, but there are some small rises ahead. Maybe we can see more from there. It can’t be much further. It should be just on the other side of the River Sunder.”

“How are we going to cross that?”

“One problem at a time. We’ll worry about that when we get there.”

“Worry about what?” Lex asked as he jogged back to them, handing the bundle of black arrows to Dusk.

“We’re coming up on a river.”

“That’s going to be hell to cross with the snow-melt. And I can’t imagine there’s reliable bridges out here in the wilds.” Lex sighed, glancing back to Tara. “But I knew we’d have to cross one eventually.”
“It’s the same river that flows south of Alamond, so it’s going to be wide,” Tara advised.
Lex nodded, walking over to Maribel’s side and taking a folded piece of thick parchment from the bags tied across her back. Unfolding it as he walked, he brought it over to Tara and held it out. It was the same map they’d taken from Brand after Dusk had killed him in his shiny new bathtub.

“This map shows the main road and the towns, but not much else. It’s pretty crude,” Tara began. She ran her finger along the surface, tracing a circle around a large area. “These are the plains we’re in right now.” She pointed to a red X marked just south of the main road. “It looks like this is where that bandit camp was?” Lex gave her a quick nod. She began to trace backwards towards the mountains. “What you can’t see here is that the Sunder flows down from the Dorsum Mountains well south of the main road, but thanks to some of the hills and valleys around here, it actually flows north for almost a week’s trek before it turns east, heading towards the capital city where it fills the moat around the castle wall. From there, it spills into Lake Eblesal.”

“Wow... it goes so far,” Dusk replied. “I didn’t know it was the same river. I remember there being a lot of water in Eblesal, but I don’t remember much of the lake or the river. Just the smell of fish.”

“Most of the lake shore is walled in by the castle grounds. You’d have to leave town on the western edge and walk all the way around the castle grounds to find an open shoreline that wasn’t full of fishing boats,” Lex added without prompting.

“Spent a lot of time in the royal city have you? On holiday with your family?” Tara asked, giving him a sideways glance. 

“I’ve been there once or twice.” He grabbed the map from Tara’s grasp and began to fold it up hurriedly. “So, are we leaving or what? Aren’t you in a rush to get to a river we don’t know how to cross or something?”

Lex walked away, stuffing the map back into his bag. Tara gave a quick glance to Dusk, motioning her head towards Lex with a cocked eyebrow. He replied with a simple shrug, unworried about Lex’s past or what kind of life he’d led. He figured Lex would tell him in time, but for now he was content to let it be. Besides, they already knew that his family was working with the Circle of the Dawn to get him back. It was obvious they were well-connected, but it seemed like it would be some time before Lex was willing to share all the details. 

“Well, are we going then?” Lex asked again, grabbing Maribel by the halter. He was already leading her away before the other two could answer.

It was early afternoon when they set out towards the southern horizon, winding through waist-high grass and occasional tree patches.When they had started out, Dusk thought the grass would be easy to walk through, but soon he realized it was like wading through water. Although not as thick, it still presented a challenge to fight their way through everyday. Not only that, but some of the grasses had serrated edges that left tiny cuts on his exposed skin. He did his best to keep his hands covered, but every now and then he was dragged from his thoughts by a warm drop of blood running down his finger.

In the distance he could see the small rise that Tara had mentioned. It was large enough to veil whatever lay beyond, but it didn’t look like too much of a climb. The plains were relatively flat, but being at the foot of the mountains, they had a tendency to undulate slowly like waves, making the journey exhausting.

As the sun began to sink towards the mountain peaks in the west, Dusk and his companions came to the base of the small hill and began to climb. It was a bit steeper than most, but it would give them a good vantage point to get their bearings. Maribel was being stubborn, having not had a decent drink in almost two days. They hadn’t come across any of the small ponds they had been relying on and all their water skins were running low. Dusk hoped the river wasn’t far off. Food was easy to find, but without any snow on the ground, water was harder to come by.

At the crest of the hill they came to a halt, each one of them breathing a sigh of relief. Dusk put his hands on his thighs, leaning over to catch his breath. At the bottom of the hill he saw a river, swollen with the recent melting snow as winter struggled to set in. The river itself was more than fifty feet across and icy blue. The shore was composed of multi-colored rocks and boulders. Dusk looked to the center where the water shifted to a darker blue, warning of the depths below. They’d have to swim.

Tara led them down the hill to the water’s edge. She reached down and stuck two fingers into the water, pulling them back quickly. “I figured it would be too cold to swim,” she said with a sigh. “I’d hoped for a shallow area so that only our boots got wet, but this is too deep. We’ll drown or die of hypothermia on the other side even if we do somehow make it.”

“So now what do we do?” Lex asked, pulling Maribel to the shore so she could drink. She dipped her head in eagerly and began to slurp noisily. “We could ride Maribel across...” Dusk caught a quick disapproving glance from her to Lex before she turned back to the water. “Do you know of a shallow area or a bridge? Can we hope for such a thing?”

“The Circle cut across the river to Kinallin to find us,” Dusk added. “There’s got to be a bridge.”

“There is,” Tara replied solemnly. “But it lies more than four days northeast of here. I don’t want to backtrack that far unless we absolutely have to.” She put her fingers to her chin, rubbing it thoughtfully. “There is another option... but it’s not my favorite.”

“Well, let’s hear it. Drowning is not how I envisioned dying, so I’m open to other ideas,” Lex scoffed. “We don’t have a lot of choices.”

“Well, there is a small village, and if I remember correctly, they do have a ferry across the river. However,” Tara looked up to the pair of them, “it puts us near the Louring Bog. The swamp goes on for miles.”

“Then we’ll just take the road through. That’s easy enough.”

“It’s not easy at all. Even on the brightest days it’s filled with a thick mist that nothing can penetrate. There are things that live in that swamp that you don’t want to mess with. I was there once on a mission from the Royal Guard and I’d rather not return.”

Dusk was silent for a moment, concerned with the serious look on Tara’s face. Lex opened his mouth to retort once more, but seemed to think twice as he snapped it shut. They stood for a long moment, looking out over the water as it burbled over the rocks and boulders blocking its way. 

After considering their options for a long while, Dusk spoke up. “I think we should go to this village. I know we’ve stayed off the road to avoid the Circle, but keeping off the road makes for rough going. I’ll brave a swamp for some easier walking. Especially if it gets us to Greencoast faster.”

“I agree with Dusk,” Lex piped up. “The road means more opportunities for shelter and supplies if we need it. A little fog will be the least of our worries. We’ve been hobbling wounded for a week now with no sign of another person. If the Circle could follow us, they would have done so by now.” He paused for a moment, looking out over the water. “I didn’t think it was possible, but it seems like we killed all of them at Windshear Pass. Even if a few did survive, they would have never made it past the Inahandrian soldiers. As far as I’m concerned, we’re free of them.”

“You saw some of the things they could do. They have ways of finding us,” Tara replied, shaking her head. “We don’t know what they are capable of.”

“Well, standing around here isn’t getting us any further away from them. And if the option is death or taking the road, I vote we take the road.”

Dusk looked at Tara. “I don’t think we have any other options.”

She sighed and glanced between them. “Agreed.” She lifted her head and gazed out over the water towards the east. “Louring Village is on the south bank of the river, eastward from here. We’ll need to follow the river until we find the crossing. It shouldn’t be more than two days if you two pick up the fucking pace.”

Dusk lifted his head to the mountains, ignoring Tara. He noticed the sun had sunk behind them. The orange glow was being replaced by dark clouds that came up and over the peaks. He could already see snow falling on the mountaintops, obscuring them from view. The wind picked up, carrying the unmistakable scent of icy cold as it rushed down the valley. It was going to be an uncomfortable night.
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When Dusk woke the next morning, the first thing he noticed was how warm he was. More so than the previous nights they’d spent out in the plains. He kept his eyes closed, savoring the heat as he curled up a little tighter. He’d thrown a blanket over himself before he’d gone to sleep, covering himself completely from head to toe. As he shifted there seemed to be a weight on top of him. Not an alarming amount, but just enough to give him a strange sense of comfort that he wasn’t used to. He wondered for a moment where the new sensation was coming from. It stirred something instinctual in him, making him long for more. 

After a few minutes spent enjoying the quiet, curiosity got the better of him and he opened his eyes. He found himself completely enveloped in darkness. It seemed odd that he’d wake in the middle of the night, but he listened intently for a moment, wondering if something had roused him from his sleep. Hearing nothing, he tucked a hand underneath himself and pushed off, lifting the blanket and mysterious weight off his back. Suddenly there was a burst of bright sunlight. Dusk threw his arms up to shield his eyes, blinded briefly. Cupping his hands around his eyes he looked down at the ground around him. There was a perfect outline in the grass from his blanket and just beyond the edge was six inches of snow. He glanced over, seeing the far end of the blanket still completely covered in the snow that had been weighing it down.

To Dusk’s left, Maribel stood shifting her weight from side to side, a few inches piled up on the bags strapped across her back. To his right there were two other mounds hiding his sleeping companions. The cold air stung the inside of his nose as he inhaled deeply, making him wish he’d stayed covered a little longer. But the damage was done and the heat gone. Pushing himself to his feet and shaking out the blanket to wrap around his shoulders, he carefully made his way down towards the water with the snow crunching under his boots. All the world was silent, save the water that rushed past. 

Flakes still fell slowly and silently, giving the world a foggy visage as Dusk stared out across the water. On the other side of the river he could just make out a small treeline. It seemed that the grasslands finally gave way to thin woodlands further south. Glancing about, he began to wonder how much longer it would take for them to reach Emerald Deep. He knew it was four weeks’ walk from Windshear Pass, but between the oncoming winter and this new watery obstacle, it seemed the journey was going to take much longer. The freezing cold collar at this neck was a constant reminder of why they needed to travel as fast as possible. But Tara had been right: taking the road would have been a huge risk. If anyone were looking for them, they’d be sure to look there first. Dusk wanted to believe they were safe, but something in his gut told them they weren’t out of danger yet. If there was one thing the Circle had taught them during their short imprisonment, it was that the cloaked men were more powerful than the world even thought possible. 

And now there was a war to worry about as well. A road would mean the chance of running into soldiers from either side. The Inahandrian soldiers had marched through Windshear Pass and onward to Kinallin. Dusk wondered if they had gone all the way to Juniper’s village, or even the mines. He hoped, if they had gotten that far, that Juniper was still alive. That she had somehow escaped. After hearing about her past from Tara, he thought maybe she would’ve stood and fought against them, even if she had no love for the empire. Her allegiance seemed to be mostly to herself. Whatever she had chosen to do, Dusk hoped she was safe. 

With that, a new thought occurred to him. If Inahan had taken the pass already, there was a chance they had invaded Emerald Deep as well. Tara had mentioned it was a lawless place beyond the reach of the king, but that only made it an easier target for hostile takeover. How could a lawless town stand unified enough to defend itself? He hoped his fears were unfounded, but it was possible that Emerald Deep would already be under Inahandrian control by the time they arrived, and possibly more dangerous because of it.

Dusk was so lost in thought that he didn’t hear Lex step up beside him.

“Good morning,” he whispered.

Dusk started and whipped around, his blanket falling from his shoulders while Lex only laughed at his shock. 

“Sorry! I didn’t mean to scare you. I thought you heard me coming!”

“I... I was lost in thought.”

“Anything interesting?”

“Not really.”

Lex sighed and turned his gaze out over the water. “I’m worried too.”

Stooping down to pick the blanket back up, Dusk wrapped it back around his shoulders. “This is so much more than I expected.” He paused for a moment, Lex stepping up beside him. “The day I ran from the caravan, I knew being free would be difficult. People would recognize my scars and I knew I’d have to live a solitary life somewhere. But I never expected all this.” He lifted a hand to touch the crystal still attached to his chest, the outline visible through his shirt. “It was just supposed to be a trinket to sell off, a valuable item to start a new life with. Instead I’m the most wanted man in all of Ditania, pursued by a secret society of magicians.”

“It hardly sounds real when you say it out loud, but I know it’s true,” Lex replied with a wave of his hand. “When I left home in the dead of night I didn’t know what would happen. I thought maybe I’d have a dashing adventure like the brave knights in my books that I’d clung to for so long. I’d gallop out into the world and fight a few monsters, earning myself honor and glory so that when I returned my father would finally be proud. Maybe proud enough to let me make my own decisions for once.”

“Why did you leave?”

“I told you. I wanted to be free, just like you.”

“What happened?”

“I–I was betrothed,” Lex briefly stuttered, “to someone that my father chose for me. I didn’t like his choice.”

“So you ran away?”

“The night before my arranged wedding, yes.” Lex paused, letting the silence hover between them with the falling snow. “I’m barely twenty-four. I’m not ready to be married yet. And if I’m ever to be married, I’ll choose my own spouse. I won’t be some bargaining chip for my father and his exploits for power.”

Dusk watched the sadness seep across Lex’s face. The prospect of being married or even partnered with someone at all was something he hadn’t thought about much. From what little he knew, most slaves were never allowed to marry. Owners didn’t want another mouth to feed should a baby come along. At the mine there had been mostly men and very few of them ever found a companion to share a moment of happiness with. More than once, Maxon had caught wind of their affections and separated them, sending one to the city to be sold and the other to the block to be beaten. It never ended well for either person involved. Dusk felt bad for Lex. To be forced into a partnership with another person was its own form of slavery. And then to be used as leverage by his own father seemed inhumane. For the first time since they’d met, Dusk felt like he understood a small piece of Lex’s life. In a way, Lex had been used just like him.

“But I shouldn’t be complaining I guess. Especially to you.”

Lex turned to walk away, but Dusk found himself reaching out and grabbing him by the shoulder. “No. I’m glad you told me. We’ve lived such different lives, but I understand not wanting to be controlled by people who hold power over you.”

Lex gave a sympathetic smile. He took a step to head back towards camp, but paused again. “Didn’t I promise to teach you to fish at some point?”

“Yeah,” Dusk replied, a small smile spreading across his face.

“Maybe we can catch something for breakfast. Help me find a couple of saplings.”

An hour later Dusk and Lex were around a small fire roasting the handful of fish they had pulled from the river. After Lex had shown him how to tie on a hook and use small pieces of meat as bait, it hadn’t taken them long to start catching fish. Somehow, when running for their lives, he’d had enough foresight to steal a small fishing kit from the Circle’s supply storage. Dusk couldn’t have been more thrilled than when he got his first bite. He’d cried out, rousing Tara from her sleep. She’d come barreling down to the water’s edge, afraid they were being attacked and leaving her cloak and blanket behind. After seeing what was going on, she stormed back to the camp, irritated at the pair of them laughing. Although she’d remained stern, the fish seemed to brighten her mood a bit. It was a treat compared to their usual gamey fare, especially since Lex had been able to find a few herbs tucked amongst the grass that enhanced the flavor of the meat.

Dusk was finishing his second fish when Tara broke the silence.

“As much as I’m enjoying this, it’s time to get a move on. We don’t know how far the ferry is and this snow is only going to get worse.”

“Can we fish for dinner too?” Dusk asked, looking at Lex for permission.

“It’ll be dark before we stop again,” Tara replied first. “We aren’t going to have a lot of time for that sort of thing. Remember we’re on the run.”

“I’ll keep the poles,” Lex nodded. “Maribel won’t notice the weight and they’ll come in handy again. We’ll fish again before we leave the river.”

“Fine, fine. Whatever you two want to do. I’m just the guide and the muscle. What do I know? Maybe, instead of going to Greencoast Port, we could just stop here and open up a fucking guided fishing tour. Wouldn’t that be just grand.”

Dusk ignored Tara’s childish outburst and kept his gaze on Lex. “Good, I can’t wait!. That’s more fun than I think I’ve ever had.”

“That,” Lex hesitated with a pitiful smile, “is probably the saddest thing I’ve ever heard. But,” he added quickly, “I’m happy that you enjoy it. Hopefully we’ll be able to do a few more fun things along the way if our muscle-guide allows it.”

“Get your shit on the horse, assholes. We’re leaving.”

The fire was snuffed out with snow and their packs secured to Maribel’s back once more. The trio set out eastward, following the bank of the river with the mountains to their back. It felt strange to Dusk to turn away from the mountains when Inahan lay on the other side, but they had no other choice. The further south they went, the sharper the peaks became. After only a week south of Windshear, the mountains had looked nigh unscalable, covered in nothing but sheer faces and stony cliffs. He knew they stood no chance at climbing their way across and Tara was right to head further south. He’d only known Tara for a short while, but he was already growing to trust her even if she always seemed to be in a bad mood. Her realistic outlook had saved them more than once already and Dusk believed her intentions were good. Besides, he was starting to believe the majority of her sarcasm was actually evidence that she was enjoying herself, however backwards that seemed.

The day dragged on as they trudged through the fresh snow. The plains were a sheet of white with tufts of brown grass waving in the wind. If it were warmer and the walking less difficult, Dusk might have gone so far as to call the scene beautiful. The river to their right kept its meandering course as it wove between the small hills, carving its own path eastward. In some places it grew thin and deep, while in others it widened out and became more shallow, but never enough to cross on foot. It seemed as if their only choice would be Louring Village and the ferry.

The sky was gray through the day with constant, light snowfall. When it finally began to grow dark without a hint of sunset, Tara called them to a halt.

“We’ll stop here for the night.” She looked to Lex, then to Dusk. “If you must, you can catch dinner for us.”

Dusk’s face lit up as he looked at Lex. Out of the corner of his eye he thought he saw Tara smirk before she turned to Maribel and began to pull their bags down. Without a moment to spare, Dusk dashed over and pulled his pole from the supplies and darted down to the water, leaving the other two behind. 

He skidded to a halt in the loose gravel, sending a spray of stones into the water. Quickly he unwound the string with the small hook on the end and threaded a piece of jerky over the sharp point. He wondered if he could catch a fish before Lex made it down to the river. Wouldn’t he be surprised! A giddy, childlike excitement came over him as he cast his bait into the water and settled down on his haunches, watching the bobbing cork in the water. He sat in rapt anticipation, waiting for the telltale tug at the end of the line. 

He didn’t have to wait long for the line to go taut. Yanking back on it like Lex had shown him, he felt the hook set and the sapling began to bend. Excitement welled up in his body as he sprung to his feet, trying to pull the fish into the shore. There was more resistance than he expected. Adrenaline surged through his veins at the thought of landing a massive fish. He could feel it struggling on the other end and grasped the line tighter, wrapping it around his hand for leverage. Footsteps crunched behind him and turned to look over his shoulder at Lex coming up with his own pole.

“Looks like I won’t need your help!” Dusk called with a large grin plastered across his face. “I’ll feed us all with this one!”

Lex stopped dead in his tracks, dropping his pole to the ground.

“What’s wrong? Can’t believe I did it by myself?”

“Dusk, let go of the line!”

Lex looked terrified, but Dusk didn’t understand why. Suddenly the pole was yanked from his hands, the line tearing off his glove. He turned away to look back out across the water. There was a large dark shape speeding across the river, clearly visible under the surface. It made an about turn and came towards him. A large hump of water rose over its back as a spiny dorsal fin covered in foot long spikes broke the surface. Dusk slipped in the loose gravel as he tried to run and fell, the freezing cold water splashing across him as the mysterious shape sped towards him.
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Dusk barely felt the icy water envelop him as he watched the creature begin to emerge from the river. Beneath the spiny dorsal fin was a thick hide covered in scales, each bigger than Dusk’s palm. Two bulging eyes glared at him from either side of a toothy maw from which the makeshift fishing pole still hung. Instead of fins, it had webbed hands that ended in large, sharp claws. They reached out for Dusk, muscle rippling under the skin. As they wrapped around his ankle, lifting him high into the air, he cried out for Lex. The creature screeched shrilly and hefted Dusk over its shoulder and into the sky towards the center of the river. 

As he fell, Dusk saw the creature turn to tower over Lex, before the light was snuffed out by the icy water. Dusk plunged below the surface and cold shock hit him with an intensity he’d never felt before, making all his muscles convulse and forcing the air out of his lungs. His skin went numb within seconds as the fast current rammed him into underwater boulders that tore at his skin and clothing. The fur lined cloak was pulling him down, but he knew he couldn’t afford to abandon it. Gathering his senses, he kicked off the stones, pulling himself to the surface and gasping for air. 

Already bruised and bleeding, he began to fight his way towards the shore. The river had carried him some distance away already. He wasn’t sure how far, but he knew he needed to get to shore and fast. Dusk kicked and paddled with all he had, hoping to make it before he froze to death. After a few arduous minutes he felt his hands strike the stony bottom of the river and he used them as handholds to propel himself forward, all the while being rushed further and further downstream. 

When he reached the shore he heard another shrill scream echo down the waterway. He clawed his way up the stones, forcing himself to stand. Just beyond the tall grass he could make out a few dark shapes in the distance, and a telltale spiny fin stuck high in the air. Without a second thought he dug his heels into the stones and took off running. The icy water streamed off his heavy, saturated clothing, his boots squelching with every step. The numbing cold had sunk deep, making his limbs ache down to the bone. It felt as if he couldn’t breathe, the tightness in his chest causing him to gasp for air. Without a weapon he knew he’d be less than useless in a fight, so he aimed himself slightly north, keeping his eyes focused on Maribel near their camp. More screeching filled the air and he could hear Tara and Lex yelling over the clang of steel on scales. 

Reaching the campsite, Dusk threw his saturated cloak to the ground and pulled his bow from Maribel’s back. She was staring down at the river nervously, but she didn’t look ready to bolt just yet. Throwing the quiver over his shoulder, Dusk ran towards the water, nocking an arrow as he caught himself on the slippery snow. He skidded to a stop some thirty feet away, taking in the abnormally-large creature that stood in front of him. It stood easily eight feet tall and a long, dark green tail covered in needle-like spines swished behind it dangerously.

Tara stood at the water’s edge, holding her blade up in a defensive position as the creature swiped at her with its massive claws. On the other side stood Lex who was trying with all his might to land a blow. But every time the blade struck, it merely bounced off the scaly hide. He finally got a chance when the creature was distracted by Tara. Lex managed to thrust his blade forward, sinking into the soft, pale flesh at the joint of the shoulder. The monster screamed more in anger than agony, whipping its tail around. Lex was too slow and his legs were swept out from under him. He cried out as he hit the ground, the stones grinding and clashing beneath him. Even from a distance Dusk could see the tail spines had punctured flesh and broken off, still sticking out of Lex’s legs like he was no more than a pin cushion. 

Lex’s hit gave him an idea. Pulling back the bowstring, Dusk rested the bock against his cheek at the corner of his mouth like he’d been taught. He took a breath in, let half of it out, aimed, and let the arrow go all in one smooth motion. The black shaft raced through the cold air and struck true at the joint of the left leg. It sank in a few inches, black blood welling up around it and running down the creature’s thigh. The monster cried out, reaching down to tear the arrow out and snap it. Tara used the opening to take another swing, but it was easily deflected with another swing of the large tail. As the monster turned to look at Dusk as the greater annoyance, it reared back its head and opened its jaw wide, the sides of its neck bulging and quivering. It lurched its head forward, a guttural cough escaping its throat.

A thick red ooze hit Dusk square in the chest and immediately he began to feel the exposed skin burn above the neckline. He threw his bow to the ground and ripped his shirt off along with the majority of the viscous gel. The venom felt like fire against his skin, driving every other thought from his mind. The numbing cold only served to widen the gap between the sensations, making it almost unbearable to endure. Using the clean backside of the shirt he quickly wiped off as much of the venom as he could manage, although the skin still burned where it had touched him.

When Dusk looked up again he saw Tara thrown off her feet and into the grass, her sword clattering across the river stones. The creature seemed to loom over her, glancing between her and Dusk and back before it began to stalk towards her. Lex was still lying on the ground, rolling in pain on the stones from the foot long spines sticking out of his bloody calf. Dusk pushed his own pain from his mind and picked the bow up once more, nocking an arrow and pulling it back to his cheek. This time he let it loose before he could steady his breath and it struck the creature in the back of the neck, sinking deep into the thick muscle. The creature screamed again in annoyance, turning to face Dusk once more. This time he immediately pulled another arrow back and held it at the ready. The creature flared out its neck, lurched back, and he let the arrow fly. 

Before the red ooze could be ejected, the arrow sank into the side of the bulging neck, piercing one of the venom sacs. Immediately the monster began to claw at its throat, a guttural wail filling the open plains. Dusk could hear the choking, as if it were drowning and he realized the arrow had pierced through into the creature’s throat as well. For a moment the beast clawed and screeched, each cry becoming more wet and viscous until it finally sank down to the ground, the red venom and black blood pouring from its mouth. Half-submerged in the river, it expired, slumping forward onto the stony shore.

Dusk tossed his bow to the ground the moment he was sure the creature was dead, and ran to Lex.

“Lex! Are you okay?” He reached down to touch the leg, causing Lex to cry out in pain.

He gasped a few times, clutching his thigh. “No, probably not,” he replied shakily with a wince.

The skin on Dusk’s chest was still burning. He looked to Lex once more before he turned away, falling into the freezing water on his knees and splashing the burned skin. He scrubbed and scrubbed until the last red stain was gone. The skin underneath was blistered and pink, but the cold had taken some of the sting out of it. Dusk came back to Lex’s side and reached out his shaking hands to try to help. He realized they and the rest of his body had gone so numb that he no longer felt cold.

“Dusk! Get back to the camp and build a fire, right now!” Tara called from just behind the pair of them. “You’re going to freeze to death. I’ll carry him back up there. Go!”

Dusk gave one last look at the many spines sticking out of Lex’s leg and climbed to his feet. At the camp there were a few stray pieces of wood that Tara had been saving, lashed across Maribel’s back. He’d thought it’d been a stupid idea to carry it with them, but now he was grateful for the forward thinking. Throwing them into a rough pile, he tore up nearby dry brown grass and stuffed the gaps with it. He pulled the tinderbox out of Tara’s bag and tried to get it to light, but he couldn’t keep hold of it for the shivering and lack of feeling. His fingers had gone completely numb and he was losing control of them, the nail beds already purple from the cold. Teeth chattering uncontrollably, he threw the useless box to the side and wrapped a blanket around his exposed shoulders. The collar at his neck was colder than he ever thought possible, and the crystal on his chest still held no warmth.

Dusk sat in the snow shivering for a few moments until Tara carried Lex up to their camp, cradled in her arms before setting him gently down beside him. 

“I c–can’t h–hold it,” Dusk chattered when Tara looked at the unlit pile of wood and tinder. 

“Lex, get under that blanket with him and take your shirt off. If you don’t get him warmed up he’s going to freeze to death.”

Without hesitation, Lex pulled off his cloak and shirt before sliding himself under the blanket. Dusk was too cold to think about the situation and welcomed the uncomfortably hot skin that touched his own.

“You need to get out of those wet clothes. All of them.” Tara walked over and pulled the other two blankets out of their packs. “You can sit on this one and use the other to cover up with. Keep your legs close to your chest.”

Dusk fumbled with his clothing, stripping the already-frozen articles off his body until he was completely naked. He wrapped himself in the blanket and pulled away from Lex.

“I’m f–fine. D–don’t worry.”

Lex pulled the blanket out of Dusk’s grasp and pushed himself underneath it before pulling it back around them both. “You’re like ice! I’m not going to let you die.”

Dusk kept silent except for his chattering teeth, feeling slightly embarrassed and unable to think of anything to say to thank his friend.

“W–what was th–that thing?” Dusk shivered, desperate to get his mind off of Lex’s arms wrapped around his bare torso. “I–I’ve never heard of a–anything like th–that before.”

Tara was squatted down next to the fire, blowing the small embers into life as the dry grass caught fire. She leaned back for a moment and looked at the blanket-wrapped pair. “It was a Grimfish.”

“I thought those were just stories?” Lex asked, shaking from Dusk’s shivering.

“That didn’t look like a story to me,” Tara replied coldly. “This is what I was worried about when we began to stray from the road. The wilds outside of the city’s reach are full of long-forgotten dangers. People in the city don’t even think they’re real anymore.”

“Have you seen one of these before?”

“Yes, but only the aftermath. I’ve never seen one alive until today.” She sighed and glanced off towards the water, fanning the flames as the logs began to catch fire. “If there’s one there’s bound to be another. Stay away from the river for now and if you must go down, do it in pairs. If you see another one, just run.”

Dusk was starting to feel the warmth from Lex’s skin seep into his own as he nodded. Lex shifted slightly, hissing through his teeth as one of the spines scraped against the ground.

“Are those p–poisonous?” Dusk asked, nodding towards the spines. “B–because th–that red stuff b–burnt my s–skin.”

“As far as I know they aren’t, but we don’t want it to get infected,” Tara replied, turning away from the fire that was far enough along to take care of itself. “They are barbed though, so it’s gonna hurt like hell when I pull them out.”

“Just get it over with,” Lex sighed painfully, sticking his leg out. “There’s extra cloth in my bag to wrap it with when you’re done.” He glanced to Dusk and then back at his leg. “I really wish I was drunk for this.”

“Me too,” Tara replied and bent down over his leg, her hand wrapping around the first spine.

***
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Dusk spent the night with Lex, curled up under two blankets, their skin pressed together to feed warmth back into Dusk’s body as his clothing lay frozen a few feet away. Tara had beaten as much ice out of them as she could before she laid them out over some tall grass in the hopes they would dry in the night. The spines had taken a long while to pull out of Lex’s leg and he’d lost a lot of blood. But after the wounds were washed, they didn’t appear to be affected by any kind of poison. The cold helped numb some of the pain and after a long while, both of them were able to get some sleep.

When morning came, Dusk was the first to wake, the heat under the blanket keeping him in the pleasant space between sleep and wakefulness. His mind wandered dreamily through his foremost thoughts, replaying the encounter the previous day and remembering the massive creature and the icy water. How he had swam against the current to get himself back to shore, rushing to the aid of his friends. But then something new entered his mind, a presence he hadn’t felt for over a week.

A rumbling voice said one word, “Follow.”

Visions of the landscape flashed in his mind's eye, showing him the grasslands they had crossed, now covered in snow. As if he was a bird in the sky, his vision came upon the river and abruptly turned to follow it east. After a short distance he saw a small raft floating in the river and turned to cross with it, a small village lying on the other side shrouded in mist. From there he could see a single road that led south through a swampy marshland covered in a dense, never-ending fog. Instead of following it, his vision turned back west, following the river once more to the edge of the mountains and again south towards the coast. A small city loomed up on the horizon sitting between a vast emerald green lake and the cerulean bay that its eastern tributary spilled into. The mountains on the south shore curled north across the mouth of the bay, creating a chain of small, spiky islands that protected the inner waters and shore-dwellers. The vision continued south across the sea and turned west, coming around a long line of islands. After a long rush over open water with the mountains to his right, he could just make out a large coastal city on the horizon, silhouetted against a distant sunset. Somehow, he knew it was Greencoast Port.

Dusk’s eyes shot open in the dark under the blanket, the voice still rumbling in his head like an echo. It faded away into the recesses of his mind and was silent once more. Instinctively Dusk reached up and touched his hand to the crystal on his chest. It felt warm for a moment before the heat leached out and it grew cold once more. It was the first time he’d heard the dragon’s voice since the collar had been placed around his neck and he had a sneaking suspicion it would be the last until it was removed. But the message came through loud and clear. Greencoast Port was their destination and Dusk knew just how to get there.
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“What do you mean, you know how to get there?” Tara asked, still bleary eyed with her hair pointing in odd directions. She was still sitting on the ground with her blanket wrapped around her shoulders.

Dusk pulled on his drier, but still half-frozen clothing, shrieking at the sensation against his lower regions. “I said I–ah–I saw it!” Dusk finally pulled his pants up all the way and belted them into place. His voice was muffled as he began to stuff himself into the stiff shirt. “Tephyss, at least that’s who I think he is, showed me where to go.”

“Tephyss... the ancient dragon? The one that crazy asshole in the tower was rambling about?” 

“Yes, that one.”

“How did he give you this... vision?”

“You’ve seen this.” Dusk pulled open his shirt to show the crystal attached to his chest. “He’s somehow inside of it. He talks to me in my head and sometimes he shows me things in dreams. But I hadn’t heard from him since they put this collar around my neck.”

“Uh-huh.” Tara turned to Lex with a look that clearly said is he alright?

“I’m not crazy!”

Tara continued to stare at Lex, gesturing up to Dusk with a nod of her head and cocking an eyebrow to the side.

“Don’t look at me.” Lex held his hands up. “I’ve seen more insane things with this man in a month than I’ve seen in my entire life. I believe every word he’s saying. You didn’t see him incinerate a man with a few words, or sever a bridge and kill twenty men with a disc of fire.”

“Okay... so where’d he tell you to go?” The flat tone in Tara’s voice was less than convincing.

“He flew me down the river to cross at the ferry like we originally planned.”

“Well, that’s wise of him to show us what we already know.”

“And then,” Dusk spat impatiently, “he showed me going back west to the mountains and following them south to Emerald Deep. He purposely showed me the Louring Bog road and turned me away from it.” He paused for a moment, waiting for Tara to interrupt. Instead she just tossed up her hands.

“Keep going!”

“Once I reached Emerald Deep, I was taken out across the ocean and beyond the mountain islands to the west. Eventually I saw a city silhouetted on the coast.” Dusk could feel the excitement in his voice. “I think he wants me to go there so this collar can be taken off.” Dusk looked up to the sky and to the mountains in the distance. “Then I can find the Legion of the Twilight and finally start living. He must have shown me for a reason.”

Tara didn’t look convinced. “I still think you were dreaming.”

Dusk burned her a dirty look. “I wasn’t dreaming.”

“Aren’t you the one that woke us all up with ‘I just had a vision in my sleep’ or something like that?”

“Fine. I was asleep. But he’s talked to me there before.”

“I’ve described almost every place we’re going, so it’d be easy for you to figure out how to dream it all up.” She held up a hand to stop his retort. “However, I didn’t tell you how we’d get there. Going through the bog is risky, but it’ll shave a couple days off our journey. And we won’t be taking a boat to Greencoast. Trying to get a ship during a war will be impossible, and crossing without being noticed into another country, even more so. At the southwestern side of Emerald Deep, there’s a cave system that isn’t well known. It leads into Inahan without any guards or blockades.” She paused for a moment, staring into the distance as if watching a memory. “Only a couple of us knew about it for secret missions from the king.”

“I don’t know why, but I trust this voice,” Dusk replied, putting his hand to the crystal under his shirt. “I think we should follow his directions.”

“And I’m telling you we’re taking my way. Unless,” she looked to Lex then back to Dusk, “you two want to go it alone. I already know the way.”

“Dusk,” Lex began with hesitation in his voice. “This has been a hard journey already. Wandering back out into the plains is just asking for more trouble. If we stay on a road we’ll have supplies and water most of the way. Besides, we’re still recovering from the tower, and now we’ve got more wounds and bruises after yesterday.” He paused for a moment, lowering his head. “Let’s take the easy path for once. At least until we’re back in fighting condition.”

Dusk stood for a moment, watching Lex avoid eye contact with him. He was silent, running the thoughts through his head. The dragon was terrifying and he was afraid to go against him. The crystal had led him to pain and fear more than once, whether by accident or not. Still, part of him wanted to follow it. The directions felt right, but they were in no condition to follow them.

“You’re right,” he murmured. “ I don’t want to admit it, but you are.”

“Good. Glad you can see some sense. Even if you have to hear it from him and not from me, your guide and the sword you hired for this journey.”

“If I remember right, you volunteered to settle some stupid dispute.” Dusk glared at Tara and stomped over to Maribel, turning his back on her without further comment.

He concentrated on petting the warm fur on Maribel’s back to calm himself, trying to keep his breathing normal. Maribel seemed altogether indifferent when there was no apple present and turned herself back to the snow, trying to find a few mouthfuls of grass here and there.

He’d been so close to an outburst, but a familiar fear had surged up behind it, keeping his mouth firmly closed. An outburst like that would have had him executed on the spot only a month ago. Tara reminded him a lot of Maxon. She seemed like a natural when it came to being a leader and dominating other people. Dusk knew she was no real threat to him though. Unlike Maxon, she wouldn’t beat or kill him if he didn’t listen to her. Still, he felt as if she only saw things her way, refusing to even entertain any objections. Even after almost two weeks of traveling together, she felt just as cold as the day they had met, save for a brief moment here and there. Dusk began to wonder if she was worth trying to befriend.

He started as a hand touched his shoulder, not hearing Lex come up behind him.

“It’s just me,” Lex said quietly. “Listen. I’m sorry that I didn’t agree with you on this one. I trust you, but we need to recover from one adventure before we go on another.”

“No, you’re right,” Dusk sighed. “I know you’re right. I didn’t think about that and I’m glad you said something.”

“Tara is being a bit of an asshole this morning.”

“Is she ever anything else?”

“You’ve got a good point. But, and I can’t believe I’m saying this, I think she has good intentions. She’s just... terrible at debating... or talking in general.”

“Do you think she actually wants to help us? Or is this all just for her satisfaction? So she can stick it to the nobles?”

“I don’t know. But either way, I think she actually wants to get you to Greencoast Port. And that’s worth her attitude for now.”

“Maybe you’re right.”

“You fucks done yet? Can we get moving sometime today?” Tara called from the other side of the camp as she buckled her sword to her belt.

Lex turned back to Dusk with an exasperated shrug. “I could also be wrong.”
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Half a day’s journey through the snow brought them to the crossing they’d been searching for. Lex rode on Maribel’s back to save his leg while Dusk pulled her by the reins. As they drew closer, the hills grew taller with steeper valleys. The bank of the river was washed out in places, carved away by the rushing water of floods past. Small icicles hung from the sheer edges where the water splashed up across the rocks. The ferry crossing was tucked into the basin between several hills, a small road heading back northward. It was little more than a trail beneath the snow and looked little-used, white powder untouched thus far. When they arrived at a little dock, they found the boat was anchored on the other side of the river, clearly visible from where they stood. A long rope stretched across the water, tied to a tree trunk at either end.

“How do we get their attention to bring the boat over?” Dusk asked, looking at his companions.

Lex shrugged his shoulders and turned to Tara. She was already moving towards the end of the dock. Without giving an answer she thrust an arm out and pulled on the rope hard, jerking it back and forth. From the other side of the river Dusk heard a hollow metal sound clanking loudly. It reminded him of the tin bells of the oxen that had pulled the heavy salt carts at the mine. 

For a while they watched the shore on the other side, unable to see anyone moving in the trees that lined the shore. A couple minutes passed and Tara pulled the rope again, filling the cold air with the raucous bell. Dusk stood shivering, hoping someone would come soon. The day was growing late and he didn’t want to spend another night camping in the tall grass without a fire. They had used the last of their wood to try to keep him warm the day before. Being so close to the water without any shelter was making him nervous.

Tara gave the rope one last pull, this time more violently than the other two.

“Alright! Alright! I hear ya!” a small voice called from across the water. “Stop ringin’ that godforsaken bell!” A man emerged from the trees and walked up to the shore. “Hold yer damn horses and I’ll be there in a minute!”

Dusk could hear him grumble to himself as he gestured wildly, but couldn’t make out the words. He walked over and took the bell off the rope, throwing it to the ground with vigor. Dusk could’ve sworn he saw the man spit at it. The small boat he climbed aboard was little more than a raft, flat and sitting a few inches above the surface of the water. As the man cast off the mooring lines, he threw two metal hooks attached to the raft over the guideline that stretched across the water. Using a long wooden pole, he pushed the craft away from the short dock and began to punt it across. The vessel was pulled downstream by the current, but the hooks latched to the guideline kept it from going too far from the straight path.

After a few minutes the boat nudged against the dock on their side and came to a halt as it crunched against the small sheets of ice forming against the shore. The stranger dug his pole into the river bottom and wedged it against the side of the raft, holding it in place. The man was older than Dusk expected. He was balding, and what little hair grew on the sides of his head was wiry and white. The lines on his face were defined, but he didn’t seem old as Juniper had been. The clothing he wore was clean but patched and mended many times, with a lantern hanging from his belt. Overall he had the visage of any poor villager that Dusk might have come across. He stood gazing at the three expectantly.

“Well?” he huffed. “Did ya pull the rope just to piss me off or are ya gonna get on the fuckin’ ferry?”

“Yes sir,” Dusk said automatically, pushing ahead of the others and climbing aboard.

“There. At least one of ya has some sense.”

“This is the ferry to Louring, then?” Lex asked, sliding off Maribel’s back and limping onto the small wooden platform.

“No. I’m gonna punt us all the way to the Sky Islands in the mountain cradle! Hope you don’t mind the small detour.” When Lex didn’t react, the man scoffed and turned to Tara. “You comin’ or not?”

Tara stepped on silently and stood, her arms crossed over her chest.

“What about Maribel?” Dusk asked, looking at her on the shore. He’d boarded the raft before he gave it a second thought. 

“Well I can’t take all y’all with a horse and still be above water.”

“I’ll stay behind with her,” Dusk volunteered, stepping off once more and taking her by the halter. “See you guys on the other side.”

“So be it!”

With that the man lifted the pole out of the water and the raft began to fall away from the dock once more. It took some time for them to make it to the other side and back to pick up Dusk and Maribel. But after a time they found themselves standing on the opposite shore watching the old man tie the raft up once more and attach the rusting metal bell to the rope. As the last knot was tied the man straightened back up and looked over them, scratching at the gray stubble that formed on his jaw. 

“It’s gettin’ late in the day. I suppose y’all will be wantin’ a place to stay for the night?”

“That’s right,” Tara replied firmly.

“Ya don’t look like ya got much money.”

“Just give us what you’ve got in this nowhere place and we’ll pay you for the help.”

The man glared at Tara for a moment, one eye squinting in her direction. “I don’t like ya. But yer a smart woman. Follow me.”

He turned and began to walk down the little used path. Except for his most recent footprints, the snow was completely undisturbed. The grass gave way to trees almost immediately. At first it was white-trunked birch with its peeling, papery bark, the black streaks a stark contrast to the snow. As they ventured further from the shore the trees grew more dense and taller, giving way to cedars and willows that filled the sky with their many branches. The path shifted slightly downward as they walked and Dusk began to smell something rotten. It was an earthy smell, but pungent and unpleasant at the same time. He lifted the hem of the cloak over his nose.

“You’ll get used to it,” the old man called as he glanced over his shoulder. “Give it a minute. Ya won’t even notice it in a bit.”

“What is it?” Dusk said through the fabric. “I’ve never smelled that in my life.”

“Must notta been around many swamps,” he laughed. “That’s the smell of the bog. Lot of different things down in the water rottin’ away to make that kind of stink. There’s some mud pits around here that are great if ya need a nice bath too.”

“I’ll pass.”

“Yer loss.” He shrugged and shook his head. “Can’t tell these tourists nothin’.”

“We’re not tourists,” Lex began. “We’re actually here on a very imp—”

“As much as I’d love to hear yer story,” the old man interrupted, “I don’t care.” He turned around on the spot, bringing them all to a sudden halt. “Welcome to Louring.”
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The village was larger than Dusk had expected. The wooden buildings looked old and run down with rich green moss and ivy dripping from their roofs. A faint mist hung around even in the winter cold, giving everything a slightly damp look at all times. The village seemed to be a husk of a former destination, like a town that had once been a stopping point on a well-traveled road, but now lay forgotten to time. Upon closer inspection the wooden planks were rotting and some of the roofs listed to one side. More than one building looked as if it used to be a store, but was taken over and converted into living quarters with no customers to serve. One building, however, did still have some life to it, and the old man beckoned them toward it.

“That there’s the tavern. Ol’ Charlie’ll get ya set up for the night and keep ya fed. It’s not much, but the ale will getcha drunk and the beds are better than cold ground.”

Tara nodded and began to walk towards the open door where a warm light spilled from within. Lex wasn’t far behind her.

“How much for the ferry ride?” Dusk asked as he pulled Maribel up beside the old man.

“We don’t charge for the ferry lad. Yer friend knows that.” He gestured over to Tara who slipped into the tavern.

Dusk reached into his small pouch and pulled out a silver coin. “Please, you helped us a lot.”

The man took the coin and turned it over a couple times in his fingers, staring at it, before he slipped it into his trouser pocket. “What’s yer name lad?”

“Dusk, sir.”

“My name’s Isaiah. “And what’s yer business?”

“We’re traveling to Emerald Deep and... beyond.”

“Keep yer eyes peeled in that city. Lotsa no good thieves livin’ there and worse.” Dusk nodded that he understood. “Yer takin’ the road through the bog then?”

“That’s the plan.”

“A word of advice, if you’ll have it. Get yerself one of these.” Isaiah patted the lantern at his side. “And some extra oil. Yer gonna need it to get through the fog. Always keep it lit while yer out there and don’t stray from the path. The bog is a dangerous place. Plays tricks on yer mind. Keep yer friends close and don’t follow the lights.”

“The lights?” All of his advice seemed rather ominous to Dusk.

“There are things that’ll lead ya astray in the bog if ya let ‘em. You’ll be fine if ya stay on the path.”

Dusk was confused and a little afraid, but happy for the advice. “Thank you. We’ll stay on the road.”

“Good, good. Now, go get somethin’ to eat and some rest. Yer gonna need it for the trip through the swamp.”

Dusk turned and walked toward the tavern as Isaiah went his own way. He found Lex waiting at the door for him as he led Maribel along. Lex gestured to someone within and a young man about Dusk’s age came out, looking rather ragged and thin. His hair was red and unkempt, curls spilling across his forehead. Dusk noticed one of his ears was crinkled and bent downwards at an odd angle.

“Can I take yer horse sir?” he asked, giving a slight bow with his head.

Dusk nodded and handed her off. The young man pulled Maribel around the side of the tavern towards the back and where he could only assume there was a stable of some kind.

“What did the old guy have to say?” Lex asked, shifting his weight to his good leg and leaning against the outside wall.

“He told me to get a lantern and to be careful in the bog. He said not to leave the road for any reason or follow the lights? I don’t know what he meant.”

“I wondered if there would be Will-o'-the-wisp in this swamp.” 

“What are those?”

“It’s some sort of creature. Some people think they’re spirits. They lead people off the path in the fog to get them lost or worse. A lot of it is just superstition. I’m sure there’s a logical explanation for them.”

“After everything we’ve seen, you’re still looking for logic and explanations?”

Lex gave a thoughtful look to Dusk, a small smile spreading across his face. “It helps me stay sane. The things we’ve witnessed are more than I ever thought possible. It’s a lot to process.” Sighing and wincing slightly he pushed himself off the wall. “I’d like to hope that at least some of the things I’ve learned are true. The books can’t be all wrong.”

Dusk nodded. “I’m sure most of it is true.”

“I guess we’ll find out in time. Come on, I think Tara is getting us rooms for the night.”

As they stepped through the door Dusk was surprised to see that the tavern was well kept and clean. It didn’t smell of ale soaked wood or have the general unpleasant undertones that the taverns on the main road had. There weren’t many tables, but there was a small polished bar where an older man poured drinks. He was thin and gangly with a gray ponytail at the base of his neck. He moved with a sort of grace that seemed odd for someone so tall. Another man, around the same age, made his way around the room, keeping things clean and in order. He was shorter and thicker set with a dark, trimmed beard that looked freshly oiled.

Dusk and Lex made their way up to Tara who was speaking to the taller man at the bar. She turned around just as they arrived.

“There are rooms upstairs for us,” she advised. “You two are sharing one. I’m gonna drop my things and I’ll expect you to have ordered dinner for me since I paid for the rooms.”

“All of our gold was stolen from the crazy people at the pass. None of us are paying for this,” Dusk said quietly.

“Something you’ll learn out here in the real world is that any gold you find on your person belongs to you. It doesn’t matter how it was acquired, it spends the same.” She looked him up and down once, raising an eyebrow. “If you want to survive out here, you’d better hang up your moral compass. And don’t forget my ale.”

With that she turned on her heel and headed to the back of the room, veering left to a wooden staircase.

“Did I make her mad?” Dusk asked, turning to Lex. 

“I think that’s just her personality,” he sighed. “But she does seem a little off. She has gone over a week without a drink. Maybe that’s what’s wrong. Hopefully the ale here is strong because I’m getting tired of her too.”

Dusk helped Lex over to a table. His leg was giving him more trouble after the long walk. As Dusk sat down beside him the shorter man with the dark beard stepped up to the table.

“Not often we see new faces in town.” The man wore a large smile on his face. “The name’s Baxter. Welcome to Louring.” He tucked a small towel into the belt of his apron. “What can I get you? Food? Drink?”

“Both please, for the three of us,” Dusk replied.

“Was that scary-lookin’ woman with you two?” 

“Unfortunately,” Lex sighed.

Baxter gave a great guffaw and slapped his hand against his belly. “I’ll be sure to keep that to myself. Well, we’re nothin’ special, but we’ve got ale and plenty to eat. If y’all need anythin’ while I’m fetching your order just let my husband Charlie know.” He pointed over to the tall man at the bar who was taking a sip out of the tankard he kept for himself. “Or our son can help you out too, he’s the redhead that took your horse to the back. His name is Kinyon, but he answers to most anything.” He gave another booming laugh. “Be back in a bit!”

Baxter hurried off behind the bar where a swinging door led to the kitchen. Dusk heard a sigh to his right as Lex leaned back in his chair.

“Look at them, living their own lives. I wonder what it’s like to love and marry who you want.”

“What do you mean?” Dusk asked, turning back to face him.

“Where I come from marriages are meant for making deals and producing children. There’s very little love involved. At least that’s what my father told me.” He shook his head. “I just wonder what it’s like to make your own choices about that kind of thing.”

“Well, you aren’t there anymore.” Dusk gestured around the room as if showing Lex where they were. “Look around you. You’re free to make a choice at any time.”

Lex brought his gaze up to meet Dusk’s. There was an odd expression there that Dusk didn’t understand. Before he could ask, Tara stomped up to their table and pulled a chair out, throwing herself into it. She put both of her elbows up on the table and laced her fingers together.

“So where’s the food?”

Lex’s gaze fell back to the table and stayed silent. Dusk answered instead. “It’s been ordered.”

Tara gave a stiff nod and leaned back in her chair, glancing around the room. Dusk knew that Lex wouldn’t talk about anything too personal when Tara was around, to avoid being ridiculed. Instead he kept to himself and they all waited in awkward silence until their meal arrived, delivered by Baxter on a large metal platter. Tara immediately ordered two more rounds of ale which concerned Dusk, but he didn’t dare say anything.

Silence stayed at their table as they ate. Once they were finished Dusk helped Lex move his chair closer to the fire. He propped his bandaged leg up on the hearth to warm himself. Even though the fire was large, the old tavern was drafty and the cold had begun to seep in as the last of the sunlight disappeared from the world. Dusk joined Lex by the fire and left Tara to drink at the table. She gave no sign that she found the arrangement unpleasant. 

As Dusk stared into the flames he found himself reliving his dream and the directions Tephyss had given him. It all seemed so clear when it had happened, but the doubt and animosity from Tara had caused him to question himself. He’d heard the voice so many times, but not since the collar had been put on. Had he made it all up? Was Tara right, that he'd actually been dreaming? Falgorin had seemed very confident that the collar would cut the crystal off from his mind completely. He should no longer be able to use its power or hear the voice of Tephyss in his head. Still, there was a nagging feeling in the back of his brain that what had happened was real. But then, he knew so little of the world and even dreams were something he’d had very little experience with. Sleep had always been a black void to escape to, but now it seemed to be filled with strange voices, places, and creatures he’d never seen before. He didn’t know what to think.

And then there was Lex. Although Lex had made the decision to come along with them on the journey to Emerald Deep, he had a sneaking suspicion that he was regretting the choice. It seemed as if he was still struggling with something, like his past was following him wherever he went. Dusk knew that feeling all too well. The thought of the mines and the life he’d lived there haunted his every moment. His only goal was to put as much distance between his present and his past as possible. But Lex had more than just a life of servitude to avoid. It sounded as if he’d been nothing but a pawn to his father, something to sacrifice to gain more power in whichever way suited his fancy. Dusk wanted to press further, to find out all the details so that he could understand, but even he knew that it wasn’t a subject that could be rung out of Lex like a wet dishcloth. It would have to wait even if Dusk felt like Lex was hiding a lot more than he hinted at. There seemed to be so many secrets that people kept. He realized even Tara was full of them after her short conversation with the grandmaster of the Circle. He wondered if all people were like that.

The door to the tavern slammed open, making Dusk whip around in his chair, causing a crick in his neck. He hissed through his teeth, reaching up to rub the sore muscle. He looked up to see an older man standing in the doorway leaning on a tall wooden staff. His cloak was a light gray and wrapped around him loosely. There was a satchel at his side, but he carried nothing else on his person. His hair was a mousy gray and pulled back into a small top knot, the sides shorn close to the skin. He pushed his way into the center of the room, looking about at the startled locals and Charlie the barman.

“Are you okay sir?” Charlie asked in a deep drawl. 

“No! My guide and I were attacked in the swamp! I barely escaped the lights!” the man cried, making his way over to the bar. “I need lanterns and help! We need to go save him!”

“Alright, alright. Just calm down. We’re gonna go find him,” Charlie reached an arm out to pat the man on the shoulder.

The man jerked away. “I need him to get back home! We need to go now! There were things following us in the mist and I don’t know if he’s injured or worse by now!”

Dusk pushed himself out of his chair. The old man sounded hysterical with worry for his guide. He wanted to help.

“Don’t get involved,” Lex whispered, reaching up to grab his arm, but the man heard the chair scrape against the wood.

“You!” He made his way across the room pushing past Tara who was already five tankards in. “Will you help a fellow man in need?”

Dusk looked to Lex who’s eyes implored him to say no. He turned back to the man in front of him, a stray lock of gray hair laying across his sweaty forehead and a look of desperation in his pale green eyes.

“I’ll help you find your friend. Just let me grab my things.”
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With a lantern each from the tavern keeper and his bow slung over his back, Dusk followed the older man towards the southern edge of town towards the mist. Lex was too wounded to join and Tara had flat out refused to come, stating it wasn’t her problem. Dusk on the other hand couldn’t ignore a person in need. He’d spent too many years unable to help anyone or even himself to turn down someone in trouble now. On top of that, he felt like he had a debt to repay to those hurt for merely being in his path, like the poor people at Kinallin that had their town burnt in the night. Besides, the man seemed genuinely distraught at the loss of his guide and willing to do anything to get him back, including walking into a dangerous mist-covered swamp in the middle of the night. 

“Keep close and keep an eye on your feet. You don’t want to know what could be waiting under the water if you fall in,” the man said as they reached the path into the bog. “And stay quiet. He should be on the path, but we can’t risk shouting for him and attracting any more attention.”

“Yes sir.”

They had taken a few steps when Dusk heard a familiar gruff voice behind him.

“Hold up you two!”

He turned around to see Tara coming towards them, a bright orb of orange lighting swinging from her right hand. 

“You’re gonna need some muscle in there.”

Dusk couldn’t believe her quick turnaround. “What made you change your mind?”

“Obviously it’s because I’m a very generous person.”

“Or Lex wouldn’t stop bothering you until you came out here to protect us.”

“Are you gonna stand here and doubt my hospitality, or are we going to rescue whoever’s out there?”

With that she pushed ahead of them both and began leading the way down the path. With an apologetic glance to the older man, Dusk turned to follow her, trying to keep up with her long strides.

For more than ten minutes they walked in total silence keeping their lanterns low to see the edges of the path. It was thinner than Dusk had imagined. Two men could pass by one another without problem, even if they were mounted. But if a cart were to happen upon another going in the opposite direction, they would be at an impasse. Just beyond the edge of the path were pools of still water. Most of it was covered in green algae or duckweed. The odd trail carved through the floating plants as if something large had swam through it earlier in the day. In the lantern light the water looked almost black and it was impossible to tell how deep it was. Skeletal trees and tufts of cattails pushed their way out of the water, creating small root and grass outcroppings for the many turtles and frogs to perch.

Although there was snow on the ground at the village, Dusk found the swamp path to be strangely free of it. There was no ice forming at the water’s edge and even the air seemed to grow slightly warmer as they pressed forward. Here and there the plants still clung to their vibrant green color. Curiosity made Dusk want to kneel down and touch the water to see if it was the source of the warmth. He swung the lantern a little further to his right, lighting up the water. Two pairs of red eyes reflected the light back in the dark mere feet away, before blinking out. That killed Dusk’s curiosity instantly and he turned his eyes back to the path, taking more care to keep away from the edge.

“I can’t stand this silence,” the man next to him murmured, giving a quick glance over to Dusk. “It puts me more on edge than the swamp itself does.”

“It is quiet in here,” Dusk replied, noticing the lack of sound for the first time. “I’ve never been in a swamp. Are they all like this?”

“No, they are some of the noisiest places you’ll ever visit. But this one,” he looked around, “there’s something unnatural about this one. Lots of strange creatures and even stranger stories.”

“Like what?”

“Some people say there’s a witch in this swamp that controls the Will-o'-the-wisp, using them to lead men to their doom. Others say there’s a demon living beneath the water, keeping it warm all year long and preying on those that stray from the path.”

“Lex would say those sound like old wives’ tales.”

“He sounds like he’s read a lot of books and not been out in the world much.”

Dusk was silent. The observation was astoundingly accurate.

“But I mean nothing by it of course.” The man waved his hand in front of his face as if to dismiss any rudeness. “Learning from books is useful, but the world is much stranger than anything the royals allow to be written down.”

“What do you mean?”

“There are a lot of banned subjects by the king. If anyone were to be caught carrying around a book of those things or recording them, they would be executed on the spot.” He looked over to Dusk, meeting his eye. “But you seem like good people, so I’ll tell you a secret. That’s what I do.”

“You write books?”

“Well, I’m less of a scribe and more of a researcher.” He gave a small sly smile, like a child that knows he’s breaking the rules as a parent watches. “I travel across Ditania in search of texts and information, taking what I can and copying down the rest. Then I take it back to my order and we store them in a secret library. I guess you’d call me an archivist of sorts.”

“And what do you collect information on that’s so forbidden?”

“That’ll stay a secret.” He turned back to the path, checking the edge and gazing out over the water. “I don’t really know you, so forgive me if I keep some things to myself.”

“Yes sir.”

“You are a very polite young man. What’s your name?”

“It’s Dusk.”

“My name is Yarick. Pleased to meet you.” He held out his free hand for Dusk to shake, which he accepted. “It’s good to come across fine people out in the world. I’ve been traveling for a long time and my guide has been the only trustworthy person I’ve met so far.” There was a hint of worry on his face. “We’ve become friends and I’d hate for something to happen to him. I hope we find him soon. He also has my latest discovery on his person.”

Dusk reached out a hand and placed it on his shoulder. “Don’t worry, we’re going to find him.”

Just ahead Dusk saw Tara come to a halt, her lantern held high in the air. He and Yarick came up beside her looking down the path. In the distance there were three balls of blue light bobbing along in the darkness. They reminded Dusk of the blue fire Falgorin’s puppet had conjured. Instead of flickering like flames, they pulsated, as if they were glowing from an unknown source at the center. They pulsed and danced, coming ever closer as the three of them stood still, not yet sure if it was safe to move forward.

“Will-o'-the-wisp...” Yarick whispered. “Whatever you do, don’t follow them and don’t look directly into the light. They have a strange way of tricking creatures into killing themselves.”

Dusk immediately turned his head towards the ground and stared at his feet. The mist swirled around him silently. 

“How much further?” Tara asked.

“We got separated a short way ahead, not far at all.”

“Let’s keep moving.”

They pushed forward with Tara leading the way. The entire group kept their eyes on the path in front of them. In Dusk’s periphery he could see the pale blue glow ahead of them drawing closer and closer as they walked. Without looking up he watched the lights change direction and make their ways towards the group, seemingly drawn by their own lanterns. They slowly spread out and formed a small ring around them, dancing and bobbing silently in a circle. At one point Dusk had to shield his eyes because they had come so close. They were unafraid of the new travelers. He lifted the sides of his cloak, creating blinders for himself so he could only see Tara’s back and the path at his feet. 

With all his focus placed on not looking at the wisps, Dusk didn’t notice Tara come to a halt while he was watching the road. Before he could stop himself he ran full into her, dropping his lantern on the ground. The glass shattered as it struck and the light went out. In the glow of the other two he could see the oil spreading slowly across the ground and spilling over into the swamp water. There would be no way to relight it. Swearing under his breath he backed up and shook his head. Without thinking Dusk looked expecting Tara to berate him, only to find a glowing blue wisp floating a few inches in front of his face.

Immediately a warm sense of calm washed over his body. He felt his arms go limp at his sides and a deep feeling of relaxation surged through his muscles. Suddenly the worries he’d had only moments ago seemed trivial and nonsensical. It didn’t matter what happened in his past or what was going to happen in the future. All that mattered right then was the glowing light pulsing in front of him. He knew it was there to help him, to guide him towards happiness. It seemed to whisper to him in a tiny voice as it came closer, the small sound filling his mind in the silence of the bog. It assured him the joy he sought after was no more than a few feet away. All he had to do was follow the light and he’d find everything he’d ever wanted. He knew it wouldn’t lead him astray. 

Dusk felt his jaw hanging slack, the moist air dancing across his tongue. Even the swamp had lost its terrible smell and seemed to grow sweet. It was like the bog had been replaced with a large garden or a field of wildflowers. Everything smelled fresh and green, as if he’d stumbled onto paradise in the middle of the night. He no longer saw his companions or their orange lanterns. In fact, all he could see was the blue light and in the center there seemed to be a world calling to him, like an image dancing across a glass orb. Then it began to move backwards and away from him. Fear came into his mind once more, fear that he would lose his chance at the happiness it had promised him. Without a second thought he began to walk after it, no longer looking at the path below his feet.

It was only a few steps before he felt the world disappear from under his boots and he fell face forward into the swamp. Neither the cold water nor the lack of air could convince him to stop searching for the light. He watched as the blue glow filled the murky water. Without a sound he knew this was where paradise was, where it had been leading him to. Relaxing once more, Dusk let the remaining air out of his lungs and closed his eyes, feeling the steady pleasant pressure of the water all around him. The bottom of the swamp was the doorway to paradise.

With a violent yank he felt something grab hold of his clothing and pull him up out of the water. He was thrown to the ground, the hard earth ripping him from the pleasant dream as he struck the path. The force caused him to suddenly spit up the water he’d let into his mouth.

“What are you doing!?” he heard Tara yell. “Don’t look at the lights!”

All Dusk felt was an overwhelming sadness. His only chance to get everything he’d ever wanted was taken away from him in a flash. He found himself wanting to crawl back over the edge and drown himself out of sheer grief.

“Don’t yell! You’ll only make it worse!” Yarick hissed back quietly. He came over and squatted down next to Dusk. “The wisps promise you everything on purpose. So even if you’re saved somehow, you feel so bad that all you want to do is kill yourself. Many people and animals alike have sunk into the swamp, no longer having the will to live after being saved.” He turned to Dusk, reaching out to put a hand on his shoulder. “Are you hurt?”

“I–I don’t think so. But I... I don’t want to be here anymore.” Dusk felt tears forming at the corners of his eyes. “I’m tired of running... and it’s my fault so many people have died. I don’t deserve to live!”

“Hey, hey. It’s going to be alright. You just need some food and rest to bring you back. They try to steal your spirit and make you one of them. It’s normal to feel off.”

“Just let me go. Please.”

“It’s okay. I’ll help you back to the tavern.”

“That’s going to have to wait,” Dusk heard Tara’s grave tone as she drew her sword and placed the lantern on the ground. “I think I found your guide. We’ve got company.”

Dusk tilted his head up to look as Yarick pulled the lantern higher. At the edge of the light he could just make out two familiar red eyes. When his vision adjusted, he saw a massive outline over ten feet long, a canine-like creature with a thick, swishing tail that dragged along behind it. Slowly it stalked forward and its face came into view. The maw was long and full of pointed teeth with two large canine tusks on the top and bottom jaw. Another set of tusks pierced the top of its snout and curled back, touching it’s forehead. Thick black fur was matted with blood and gore as it crunched on a human arm severed at the elbow. On the wrist there still dangled a small gold colored bracelet that caught the light of the lantern. The beast growled, dropping the arm to the ground and bristling its long whiskers as its lips pulled back. The fur along the spine raised as it crouched down, digging the long claws into the dirt and rolling its shoulders back and forth like a cat about to pounce. The eyes reflected back bright red, giving the look of a demon.

Tara stepped forward, her blade extended. She pointed it at the creature and it followed her with its large head, the ears pinned flat against the skull. It turned sideways as they began to circle one another, both forgetting about the other two only a few feet away.

“Whatever you do,” Tara said calmly, “don’t make any sudden movements and don’t say a word. Borthips attack anything that moves as long as it’s smaller than they are. Especially if they get too close to the water, but they’re slow on land.” 

Dusk noticed the creature had short, stumpy legs. They were muscular, but looked better suited to the water with their webbed toes. Scaly armored plates similar to that of an alligator ran down the tail. The mixture of fur and scales was unsettling, even terrifying when accompanied with the tusks and the claws. Dusk was still reeling from the experience with the wisps and he thought maybe, if only he could shout or move fast enough, he could get the creature to put him out of his misery.

Yarick however, seemed to anticipate his thoughts. With absolute silence he put himself in front of Dusk and placed a hand over his mouth. He looked to Dusk and shook his head slowly, as if to say don’t even think about it. He kept the lantern held aloft as the creature continued to circle. For a long moment, Tara and the beast remained locked together in a dance that seemed as if it could go on forever. Then Tara’s foot caught a small stone and sent it clattering into the swamp water. The tiny bit of movement broke the trance and the creature screamed, throwing itself at her with its jaws ready to snap.

But Tara was ready. She slashed wide and caught the creature in the side of the face, tearing through its jaw. Dusk heard the sickening crack of bone and metal as teeth were cleaved in two, clattering to the ground. The Borthip cried out, blood spilling from its maw as it ground its head into the dirt, trying to stifle the pain. Its tail whipped back and forth dangerously, cracking saplings and rotting branches that dotted the edges of the path. Yarick was still looking at Dusk when the tail caught him behind the knees and swept both his feet out from under him. In a split second the creature spun around, crying out when its eyes landed on the pair of them.

As it dug its claws into the soil and began to charge, Dusk felt himself unable to move. He gazed up at the flashing red eyes and felt a quick surge of fear, only for it to melt away in the next instant.He felt his shoulders go slack, gladly accepting his fate. The grief had overwhelmed him and he wanted nothing more than to be gone from the world forever. He closed his eyes just before the creature reached him, but nothing struck him. Instead his eyes flew open as another guttural cry split the air, nearly bursting his eardrums with the proximity. He saw the Borthip being pulled backwards, jaws snapping wildly. Tara had leapt forward and latched onto its tail, dragging it back and away from the other two. Yarick was stunned for only a moment and quickly jumped to his feet. With the tip of his boot he snagged the edge of his staff and kicked it upwards, snatching it out of the air with his right hand. He ran forward and pushed the tip of the staff into the dirt, flipping himself high into the air before he used the momentum to slap the staff down with both hands. 

The resounding crack of wood against bone echoed through the swamp, seemingly amplified by the silence around them. The Borthip swayed on the spot and fell to the ground, left unconscious from the blow. Tara quickly threw the tail to the ground and retrieved her own sword. Before either of the men could react, she drove it through the furry neck, spilling dark blood across the path. It pooled in the dirt before it began to trickle into the murky swamp water below.

“Help me push the body into the water,” Tara called to Yarick. “We’re coming back here tomorrow and I don’t want a feeding frenzy blocking my way.”

Yarick gave her a quick nod and ran over to help. Together they counted to three and heaved the body over the side of the path. The resounding splash seemed deafening in the silence of the night and slowly it sank below the dark surface. In the distance Dusk could see sets of smaller red eyes moving their way towards the shore. The same three blue orbs of light floated over the water, dancing provocatively in the distance. Tara and Yarick noticed them too.

“We need to go,” Yarick murmured. He ran to what was left of his guide’s body and checked the contents of a bloodstained satchel before throwing it over his shoulder. “Quickly! Keep a firm hold on your friend and make haste.”
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Tara practically carried Dusk all the way back to Louring and into the tavern before she finally put him down beside a very concerned Lex. Less than a minute later she slammed a large tankard of ale at his side.

“Drink that. Now. You!” She turned suddenly to Lex. “Don’t let him out of your sight, and make sure he drinks.”

“What happened?” Lex called as she turned to walk away.

“Ask him. I’m getting another drink.”

Dusk sat with his arms hanging limply at his sides near Lex, the fire blazing in front of them both. Even though he was close, he could barely feel the warmth of the coals. He was still soaked through and stank of muck and sulfur. Duckweed and algae stuck to his skin and hair with dirt smeared across his clothes. Lex looked from Dusk to the tankard and then back again.

“You look a bit like a swamp monster.” Lex smiled, reaching out to pat him on the shoulder, but Dusk didn’t react. The smile faded. “Take a drink and tell me what happened,” he said gently.

“Do as he says,” Yarick added, pulling out a chair and taking a seat next to him.

With more effort that he thought possible, Dusk brought the ceramic to his lips and sipped the warm liquid. The bitter flavor broke through his dull senses, surprising him as he swallowed. There was a slight heat forming in the pit of his stomach that slowly began to spread, like it was breathing life back into his cold body.

“The more you drink the better you’ll feel,” Yarick added with an additional pat on his shoulder. He turned to Lex and held out his hand. “The name is Yarick. I’m to blame for all the trouble here.”

Lex took his hand and shook it. “Lex,” he stated simply. “What happened out there?”

“Well, it seems my guide was eaten by a Borthip.” He gestured over to Tara, “Thanks to your friend there, we were able to dispatch it pretty easily, but I’m afraid this poor fellow came face to face with a Will-o'-the-wisp. He was already face down in the water before we knew what happened.”

Lex gave a worried look to Dusk, watching as he took another large swig of ale. Turning back to Yarick he asked, “Will he be okay?”

“He’ll be fine. He’s out of danger now that we’ve got him drinking.” Yarick leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. “Unfortunately wisps have an unpleasant lingering effect, but it’s easily cured by food and drink. Helps bind the spirit back to the body again. Having your soul touched by a wisp leaves anybody feeling a bit suicidal, to put it plainly.”

“Great. I can’t tell you how thrilled I am that we’re heading down that road tomorrow morning.”

“There won’t be much to worry about during the day besides staying on the path. The wisps and most of the other creatures only come out at night.” He gave a nod to Lex. “As long as you take shifts watching you should be fine. Thankfully the swamp is only a two day journey. If you keep on the path you’ll be out by the time the moon rises on the second day.” He looked across the room at Tara who was talking with Charlie at the bar. It looked as if she was recounting the story as he refilled her tankard. “I don’t mean to pry, but where are you all headed?”

“To Emerald Deep,” Dusk said, followed by a slight hiccup. The alcohol was beginning to set in as he reached the bottom of the tankard in record time.

“I’m not the kind of person to go asking people favors, but would you mind if I came along with you? My guide was taking me there, but I’m afraid I no longer have him and traveling alone through the bog is, as you can see, very dangerous.”

Dusk waved his tankard in the air, “Charlie! Can I have another one?”

“I don’t see why not,” Lex replied, smirking at Dusk. “We’re nothing special, but Tara seems to know where she’s going. I’m sure you’re more than welcome to join. What do you think, Dusk?”

“Please join us!” Dusk chuckled, the alcohol beginning to kick in with gusto on an empty stomach. “We need someone to balance out grumpy-pants over there.” He gestured wildly at Tara who still had her back turned to them. “She’s been awful the past few days.” Charlie walked over and sat another tankard down on the table in front of him. Dusk scooped it up quickly and began to gulp it down.

“No more for him,” Lex said, pointing to Dusk. “Believe it or not, two is the most he’s ever had and your brew is a little strong.”

“Say no more,” Charlie replied in his slow drawl. “Y’all can settle up in the mornin’.”

“Thank you.” Lex turned back to Yarick. “Will you help me get him up to our room? I’m afraid I’m still pretty hurt from our last encounter.”

“Oh?” Yarick pushed himself from the table as Dusk slammed the already-empty tankard down. “What did you find out there?”

“A Grimfish, unfortunately.”

“That’s unlucky, but not uncommon on the Sunder. I think they like the cold water coming down from the mountains.” Yarick tucked an arm under Dusk’s and pulled him to his feet, steadying him as he swayed on the spot. “Come on, young fella. It’s time for bed.”

“But I want another drink...”

“You’ve had enough for now. You need some dry clothes and a warm bed.”

Yarick brought Dusk up the stairs and to his shared room with Lex, leaving him on the edge of the bed. 

“Make sure you get those wet clothes off,” Yarick said more to Lex than to Dusk as he crossed the room and pulled the door shut behind him.

“Lex,” Dusk slurred. “You’re my buddy.”

“By the gods... why is it always me?”

***
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The next morning came quickly and without warning for Dusk. He was woken by a shaking sensation at his shoulder. Cracking open his eyes he saw the room was filled with light from the window on the far wall and Lex was standing over him.

“Time to get up,” Lex murmured gently. “I had Baxter draw you a hot bath down the hall before we leave so you can wash all the swamp muck off of you. But be quick, it won’t stay hot for long. Your things are already packed and Baxter is washing your clothes. He’ll bring them to you.”

With that Lex turned away and walked to the door, making his way out of the room. Dusk pushed himself up on his elbows, blinking in the obnoxiously bright light. His tongue felt thick and fuzzy while his head swirled from the sudden movement. The ale from the night before had been stronger than he anticipated. Already he felt a dull throb in his brain as he swung his legs over the side of the bed and hissed as his feet touched the stone cold floor. He was still stripped down to almost nothing and his skin was caked in dried mud. Little pieces of duckweed and algae clung to his skin, giving him the look of some sort of swamp vagabond. He found his bag packed and sitting at the foot of his bed.

Without any spare clothes Dusk decided to take the blanket off his bed and wrap it around his shoulders. He scooped up his pack and his boots as he shuffled out of the room, trying to keep his toes off of the cold floor. At the end of the hallway he found an open door with a pleasant warmth pouring out of it. Peeking inside he saw a small round metal tub filled with steaming water at the edge of the fireplace. There was already a glowing fire crackling away. Assuming this was his bath, he stepped inside. He folded the blanket neatly and laid it on a chair, trying to brush as much dirt off it as possible. Placing his boots in front of the fire to dry, he dropped his bag nearby and stepped into the tub. It was hot, but it felt nice to warm his feet after the cold floor.

Dusk slipped into the water and leaned back against the metal lip of the tub, feeling the heat infuse his body with life once more. The previous night was a bit of a blur in his mind, but he recognized the lingering feeling of depression eating at the edges of his mind. The wisps had almost gotten him. He was thankful to be alive, but not quite as thankful as he would usually be. Thinking back to what Yarick had said, he hoped a warm breakfast would help drive the last remnants of the wisp’s effects from his mind.

Yarick had been much stronger than Dusk expected. When he was so keen to get his guide back, Dusk assumed he needed protection, especially after he’d said he was basically a traveling scribe. But to his surprise, the man had dealt the blow that saved them all from the Borthip, giving Tara the chance to kill it while it lay unconscious. He wondered what kind of information Yarick traveled around Ditania for. It must have been important if he was willing to risk his life to go after them.

The thought drove Dusk to another and he sat forward, stretching out over the tub and grabbing his bag by the strap. He pulled it closer and dug through until he found the book he’d taken from Falgorin’s desk at Windshear Pass. Pulling it open he thumbed through the pages. Although he knew there was writing on the pages, he had no idea what it said. Lex hadn’t had any time to teach him to read yet and there was no telling when they’d have a chance. However, lots of the pages were covered in strange symbols and complicated looking circles filled with tiny little markings all around their edges. Dusk ran his index finger over a few of them, tracing their shapes as he did so. Some of them seemed similar to what Falgorin had drawn in the air with his dragon bone dust to make the book appear. He turned the page to find another that reminded him of his own symbol the night Tephyss had taken over his body in Kinallin.

He continued to peruse the pages until, towards the back of the book, he found a few pages with notes written all over the edges in a different hand. In the center of the page was a hand drawn picture of the very collar that was around his neck. He stared at it with all his might, flicking his eyes across the notes and the symbols, hoping to glean some small bit of information from the strange shapes scattered across the page. But it was no use, he didn't understand any of it. Maybe if he were to show it to Lex they could find a way to take the collar off. At the very least, Lex could read some of it to him and they could try to figure it out together. Just then, a knock sounded at the door.

“Can I come in?” the deep voice of Baxter called from behind the door.

Dusk hurriedly snapped the book shut and shoved it in his satchel, pushing it under a chair. “Yes sir!”

Baxter made his way into the room with Dusk’s clothing draped over one arm. He came over and hung them over the back of two chairs in front of the fire. “They’re almost dry. They should be ready by the time you’re out.”

“Thank you.”

“It’s no trouble at all. Besides, the guy you helped out last night left a very generous tip, askin’ us to take care of you.” Baxter turned and smiled at Dusk. “Between you and me, I think he felt a bit guilty about you and your friend gettin’ into trouble.”

“He didn’t need to do that. He’s the only reason I made it out of there last night anyway...”

“Well, it’s not really my place to say, but I think it was right of him to do.” Baxter tossed a couple logs into the fire, stirring the embers around. He moved Dusk’s boots back to keep them from getting too hot. “It was a downright dangerous thing to ask y’all to go in there last night. The bog is no place to be after nightfall unless you have no other choice. Even then, you’re askin’ for trouble.”

“That’s where we’re heading next...”

“Your companions mentioned that.” Baxter stood back up from the fire and made his way across the room to the door. “I don’t envy you, but it is the quickest way to get to Emerald Deep. Just be careful and keep a sharp eye. If you survived last night, you’ll make it through this time. Y’all are stronger than you look.”

“Thank you?”

“It’s a compliment, I promise.” Baxter gave him a wide smile. “Y’all’s breakfast’ll be ready shortly, so don’t take too long.” 

With a gentle nod and a wave, Baxter stepped back into the hallway and shut the door behind him. Dusk sat in the water for a few minutes longer thinking to himself about the journey ahead. He didn’t want to go back into the swamp. In his mind he kept replaying the bird’s eye view of the landscape as he soared away towards the mountains once more, avoiding the bog entirely. To his dismay, he knew they wouldn’t be going that direction. Something in his gut told him they were making the wrong decision, but the choice had already been made. Now with Yarick in tow, it seemed almost rude to ask a stranger to travel more than a week out of the way just to reach the same destination.

Pushing it from his mind, Dusk grabbed the nearby bar of dark gray soap and began to scrub the mud and sulfurous swamp stench off of his skin.
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When he finally came downstairs Dusk found his companions and Yarick sat around a larger table with a hearty breakfast spread out in front of them. Lex held a hand up, beckoning him over. Tara was too busy shoveling potatoes into her mouth to look up as he came to join them. Sitting down at the table he took in the feast laid out in front of him. He hadn’t seen so much food since the night he and Lex had spent in Kinallin.

“Stock up,” Yarick laughed, pushing a plate of fried meat towards Dusk. “It’s going to be a while before you see this much food in one place. I’m afraid there isn’t much between Louring Bog and Emerald Deep. Just a lot of grass and trees. Neither of which are very tasty, I might add. You can take my word on that.”

Dusk reached forward and picked up the plates, tipping meat and potatoes onto his own. “How far is it to the coast?” he asked before he took a large bite.

“It’ll take us a couple of days to get to the other side of the bog,” Yarick looked out over the table at nothing, as if he was seeing a map in his head and tracing it with his eyes. “After that it’s at least two weeks until we’ll be able to see the city on the horizon. From there, with good weather, a day or less into the city. I’m not sure where you want to go after that.”

“Is it very big?”

“The lake?” Yarick laughed as if the question was silly. “Emerald Deep is the second largest lake on the entire continent. The only one bigger is Lake Ditania right behind Eblesal and the royal castle.” Yarick sat back for a moment, pushing his plate away from him. “Emerald Deep is just that: deep. Nobody knows how far down it goes in some places. There’s a large island in the very center with a crumbling stone keep. The water that flows down from the mountains is clear as glass, but for some reason the entire lake is emerald green. As it flows out into the bay it mixes with the ocean and reverts back to the usual blue.”

“It sounds beautiful,” Dusk said through a mouthful of food.

“It’s dangerous at the best of times,” Tara added, heaping more food onto her plate. “I’ve been there with the royal guard twice. The lake is beautiful and it feeds the people of the city, but there’s plenty of fishermen who go out there and never come back. Or children who go missing swimming on the shores of the lake. Not to mention the hot springs and the geysers that spew toxic, boiling water.”

“Any body of water has its dangers,” Yarick agreed. “Emerald Deep is no different. But there’s a thriving town there well beyond the reach of the king and his silly guard. No offense.” He gave a stiff nod to Tara. She returned it tersely. “The people in that city are a unique lot to say the least. Especially those who are involved with the thieves guild or the shipping guild.”

“Thieves?” Dusk choked, pulling himself away from his food. “I’ve had enough of those.”

“So have I,” Lex piped up. “The last time we came across bandits we were locked in a dungeon for a week.” He paused for a moment. “Or well, I was locked up at least. Dusk is the one that got us out.”

“Whereabouts was this?”

“Between the Ronja mines and Kinallin,” Dusk replied. “We got ambushed just outside of Alamond.”

“My, my. You’re well traveled. What kind of journey are you on?” He turned to Lex.

“Just traveling,” he replied curtly.

“Just traveling sounds like quite the dangerous thing with you lot. And you’ve been to Alamond on top of that. Even the bravest souls avoid the old places in the world.” He paused for a moment and rubbed his fingers across his chin. “Tell me: it wasn’t Brand’s gang that you ran into, was it?”

“It was.”

“Unfortunate, though I’ll say he’s a shrewd businessman when it comes to hiring his men out. He keeps the gold pouring in, whether it be through burgling people on the road or making deals with people like me to find something.”

“You’ve worked with him before?”

“Not the most pleasant of exchanges, but he did get the job done. I’m sorry to hear you had such a hard time with him. He wasn’t the smartest of men.”

“He’s not the most alive of men anymore either. Neither him nor his crew.” Lex pushed his fork around his plate. “That’s how we got away. Dusk dispatched him and a few others on our way out. We got word just a few days after that the rest of his men had been killed as well doing another job for someone.”

“Oh? Any idea who?” he asked, turning his attention to Dusk.

“I...” he glanced at Lex who gave a small shake of his head. “I don’t think we got a name, just that they had been wiped out.”

“Well, I guess that’s just how it is.” Yarick stretched his arms over his head, cracking his knuckles towards the ceiling. “I suppose one less bandit gang will be a relief for the villages in the area. Although Brand was the main reason that the goblins hadn’t overtaken the forests. They were hired out pretty regularly by the crown to keep beasts off the road. They took their fair share from passersby of course, but that stretch of road was much safer with them around.”

Dusk felt his stomach drop as Yarick finished speaking. Juniper had warned him of creatures on the road and of the bandits, but he never imagined that Brand was actually doing any good for the villages. The grandmaster of the Circle had been very clear that the last of Brand’s men had died clearing out the ruins in Alamond. He wondered if, by killing Brand, he’d doomed innocent people along the countryside to be mauled by beasts that would eventually move back into the area. And now that the Circle was in Alamond, they were sure to resume their animal experimentation. Large, mutated beasts had escaped or been let go already. Chances were the Circle would do it again, and this time there would be no one to put them down.

“Oh well. That’s how things go I guess. If you live a dangerous life, you can expect to live a short one.”

“I’ll drink to that,” Tara replied, holding up her tankard.

Dusk found that most of his appetite had disappeared. He pushed his plate away and picked up the ceramic cup, taking a long gulp of ale that burned as it went down his gullet. He wondered who else he had hurt by accident. It seemed as if danger followed him wherever he went. Even when he had the best of intentions, bad luck fell on those in his immediate vicinity. Rami had been his first regret at the bandit hideout when he’d accidentally angered him. Then the people of Kinallin had their homes burned along with the entire town at the base of the Windshear Pass. And now it seemed that he’d paved the way for the Circle to take over Alamond. He’d unknowingly removed the leader of the bandit gang hired to keep the roadways free of monsters. The world was more complicated than he could have ever imagined. Every choice was a domino that began a toppling chain, disappearing into the distance where unknown consequences sprung up like rattlesnakes hidden among the grass.

After breakfast was cleared away, there was no more reason to linger. Shouldering their packs and arming themselves for the journey ahead, they readied themselves to leave. Yarick thanked Charlie for his help and the lanterns he’d supplied the night before while Lex pulled Baxter off to the side to have a quick conversation out of earshot. Once their business was concluded, they waved goodbye as the group made its way out to the southern edge of town with Maribel in tow. They stood at the beginning of the long road through Louring Bog, the sunlight illuminating the wall of mist in front of them. The stench of sulfur and stagnant water assailed Dusk’s nostrils, but it seemed to hold less sway over him now. With one last look behind them and a firm hand on Maribel’s halter, they stepped into the fog. Maribel hesitated a moment and snorted at Dusk, but gave in as the fog enveloped them.

For hours they pushed their way through the swamp, careful to keep on the path and always checking their feet. Dusk kept a firm grip on Maribel whom he couldn’t bear to lose in the mist or over the edge into one of the pools. Before they had left he’d secretly purchased a few apples from the tavern keeper's larder as a special treat for her. The journey was long and she’d become their personal pack mule, so he felt she deserved at least a small something for the hard work she was doing. Knowing her, she probably felt she deserved a lot more, especially since she had to also carry an injured Lex for the majority of the day.

They’d set out in the morning, but time seemed to stand still as they walked. No matter how high the sun rose or where it moved in the sky, the mist around them looked the same. It was as if they were trapped in a never-ending sea of unchanging gray fog. It wasn’t until the sun began to set that the swamp finally took on a mild orange glow, before it began to grow dark around them. As night fell it became difficult to see their own feet.

“We need to choose a place to camp soon,” Tara called from the front, nothing more than a ghostly shape in front of them. “Let’s try to find a wider area so that we don’t have to sleep near the water.”

“I don’t know how we’ll be able to tell in this,” Lex scoffed, glancing about. He held his freshly-lit lantern a little higher. “I can’t see anything.”

“We should be coming up on an area soon,” Yarick added. “Believe it or not, there is a sign that marks the halfway point through the bog. It’s in a nice, wide area. Anyone who travels through usually stays there for the night.”

“That’s strangely helpful,” Tara replied, continuing forward with her lantern held aloft. 

“It is an odd bit of genius out here in the middle of nowhere.”

Less than an hour later Tara’s lantern caught a strange shape ahead. She held a hand up to stop them and slowly crept forward herself. After a moment she called back to them and as they approached they saw a rotting post with a crudely made sign nailed to it. On the sign were white markings scrawled in peeling paint.

“Louring Resort?” Lex laughed.

“It always made me laugh too. Whoever put it out here had a sense of humor or knew the people traveling through would need the lift,” Yarick replied. “This never-ending bog is depressing at the best of times.”

Darkness enhanced by the fog pressed in from all sides as they set up their camp near the signpost. Dusk pulled the bags down off of Maribel and tied her halter to the rotten pole. He didn’t want her running off in the night and falling into one of the muck-filled pools that would certainly pull her under, not that a rotten piece of wood would stop her. Even in the night the mist was strangely warm, somehow keeping the cold at bay. With a small lantern in the center of their camp, Dusk settled down with a blanket draped loosely over his shoulders, exhausted from the long day of walking. Yarick took a place beside him without prompting, plopping himself on the hard soil.

“Who’s taking the first watch?” Tara asked as she joined them, her blanket folded neatly in her lap.

“I’ll take it,” Yarick responded quickly. “You all were kind enough to bring me along with you, it’s the least I can do. And I don’t think I’m as tired as the rest of you.”

Dusk could see the exhausted expressions on his companions' faces. He assumed he wore a similar expression, but he was too tired to care. He was more than happy to let Yarick go first.

“Alright. We’ll take the night in shifts and if you feel like you’re going to fall asleep, wake someone else up so we don’t all get eaten in our sleep.” Tara unfolded her blanket and threw it over herself. She laid down, her head resting against her pack. “I’d like to live to see another sunrise, so keep a sharp eye. And if you see something blue,” she gave a quick glance to Dusk, “don’t look at it!”

“Yeah, yeah,” Dusk yawned. “I don’t want to repeat that again.”

Without another word Tara turned herself over, her back to the lantern, and pulled the blanket up over her head. Lex glanced at Dusk for a moment and followed suit, carefully propping up his injured leg before he closed his eyes. Yarick reached forward and extinguished the final lantern, plunging the entire camp into velvety darkness. Dusk sat for a few moments, looking out into the fog, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the dark. After a while he was able to make out a very small amount of light filtering through and assumed it must be the light of Gartha shining above them. He turned his head upwards, wondering if the mist would part just enough to let him catch a glimpse.

“Get some sleep,” Yarick whispered beside him. “No point in two people being awake.”

“Mmhmm,” Dusk agreed, laying himself down gently and resting his head against the leather satchel. Laying on his back he continued to stare up into the sky until eventually sleep overtook him.

***
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A gentle tickling sensation roused Dusk from a dreamless sleep. He could feel the cold metal collar on his neck, but something was skimming across the surface of his skin near it. It felt oddly warm and his first thought was a snake. With lightning speed he reached up and snatched the creature, trying to throw it away. Instead he found Yarick laying on top of him, having yanked him off balance by the hand.

“What are you doing?!” Dusk cried out, shoving Yarick off of him.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you!” Yarick whispered, bringing himself back to a sitting position. “Your necklace was glowing for a moment and I decided to take a look at it. I apologize. I should have woken you first.”

“It was glowing?” 

“Yes. There is a set of runes all the way around it that light up now and then. It’s a very dull glow, but it’s so dark here that it was easy to see.” Yarick’s voice was becoming calmer and more even. “Tell me, how did you come by that piece of metal? I noticed there’s no seam on it nor a lock.”

“I...” Dusk stumbled for a moment. “Someone put it on me as a way to... control me.”

“Ah, I see.” Yarick was quiet for a moment. “I know you don’t know me,” he said slowly, “but I recognize the markings on that collar. I can read them and I know what it does. However, I’m not sure why you would need such a thing in the first place.”

Dusk was silent, unwilling to give away any more information and simultaneously surprised that Yarick knew what the collar did just by reading it.

“What I said before about being an archivist is true, but I didn’t tell you what I was looking for. But seeing that... I think I can trust you.” He paused for a moment and took a deep breath. “I travel across Ditania and beyond, searching for lost magical texts.” When Dusk didn’t react, he continued. “The lack of surprise tells me you’ve seen something before, though I don’t know what. My order is the only one left committed to preserving this knowledge in its libraries deep underground. It may sound silly, but our hope is to learn from the past and one day better mankind through our discoveries.”

Dusk again was silent, unsure of how to respond.

“Can you imagine if we were able to bring magic back? We could heal people in the blink of an eye, cure disease, and make sure everyone had a good life.” Yarick reached out and gently put a hand on Dusk’s shoulder. “And we could be rid of slavery for good.” Dusk drew himself back, out of Yarick’s reach, but he only chuckled. “Don’t think I didn’t notice the scars on your wrists or the marks on your arm. They are faded and old, but I know what you were and why you want to run south and beyond. And I’m on your side,” he added quickly. “But let me help you before you go. My order has ways of working with items like your collar. We might be able to take it off.”

“You could... take it off? Are you serious?”

“With enough time and research, I think we could.”

“Why would you do that for me?”

“Helping people with our research is our ultimate goal. Besides, it’s the least I can do for your help.”

“I–I don’t know how to thank you.”

“Well, we haven’t done it yet. But once we do, maybe you can tell me how you got it in the first place and who put it on you. That could lead me towards more information to collect for the library.”

Dusk could just make out Yarick’s face in the dim light. A surge of relief coursed through his veins. Somehow he’d accidentally found the one person in all of Ditania that had the ability to help him. Suddenly Emerald Deep didn’t seem so far away and he felt the spark inside him kindle brighter. Maybe he’d get his happy ending after all.

“Thank you. Really. You have no idea what that means to me.”

Yarick was silent, his head turning side to side, scanning the swamp. Suddenly he froze in place.

“Yarick?”

“Shh!” He held a hand out in front of Dusk’s face. “Listen.”

Dusk looked side to side, straining his ears in the silence. His ears perked up as he caught a low clicking sound like a beetle chirp, but deeper. It reminded him of an old tree creaking in the wind. He turned his head towards the sound and there in the distance he saw three floating blue orbs and a gaunt humanoid shape silhouetted in front of them.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Nine





[image: image]


Dusk didn’t sleep the rest of the night. He and Yarick kept a silent vigil as they peered into the fog, watching the shape and its dancing lights circle around the camp at a distance. Just before dawn, it finally disappeared to the south, floating through the swamp in the direction they were headed. As the light began to filter through the mist Dusk felt his eyes growing heavy once more. Yarick gave him a nod and he laid back down on his satchel, falling asleep almost instantly.

But it didn’t last long.

Lex was nudging him awake in what seemed like seconds after he’d fallen asleep. He groaned and turned to the side, trying to inch away from the inevitable exhaustion in front of him.

“Dusk, we’ve got to get going,” Lex spoke gently. “Yarick told us about the creature. We need to get out of this swamp before it gets dark again.”

“I know...” Dusk whined, pushing himself up off the ground. All his clothing felt damp from the mist and he shivered a bit. “I’m coming.”

Begrudgingly Dusk folded up his blanket and packed it away. Lex took his satchel and tied it with the rest over Maribel’s back. He beckoned Dusk over and took his hand, putting it on the horse’s harness.

“Keep a hold of that and don’t wander off,” Lex murmured. “I know you’re tired, but we can catch up on rest tomorrow once we’re out of here. It’s only one day.”

“I’ve had worse days than this, I’ll be fine.” Dusk’s voice was deep and gravelly from the lack of sleep. “If I can work with less sleep, I can walk.”

“Okay.” Lex nodded and limped his way ahead of Maribel.

Dusk wondered why Lex was worried about him when he had his own injuries to attend to. They’d been through much worse already and usually Lex was the one that needed looking after. He shrugged it off and gave Maribel a gentle tug. Tara was already a few steps ahead while Yarick pulled up the rear of the group. Both of them seemed to be brimming with energy although Yarick hadn’t slept at all the previous night. 

As they walked, Dusk’s thoughts kept wandering back to his conversation with Yarick about the collar. His first instinct upon waking the previous night was to run away. Something about that knowing look in Yarick’s eyes made him uncomfortable, like he understood more than he was letting on. And that was true, to a point. Yarick understood a lot more about what was going on with Dusk and the collar than any of them. He’d apparently spent a large portion of his life hunting down magical texts, reading and scribing them for his order. Such a task seemed odd since the texts were no longer useful in Dusk’s opinion, but Yarick was committed. The books were relics of a bygone era, but Yarick believed they were worth saving, that they could do some good in the world. That belief was a nice thought, but Dusk wasn’t sure if something as immaterial as a belief warranted so much effort. 

Dusk mentally checked himself. Wasn’t he doing the same thing? Chasing a dream that had no reasonable chance of coming true? Yarick was no different than he was. In fact, it seemed they had more in common than he first expected. Dusk felt himself grow slightly more fond of Yarick with that train of thought. He of all people would understand his plight and his longing to be free from the life he once had. At the very least he’d understand the pursuit of an ideal even if it seemed impossible.

“Yarick?” Dusk asked, slowing to fall in step beside him. “About what you said last night...”

“Again, my apologies!” Yarick was quick to say. “I should have asked before I started poking around. My curiosity gets the better of me sometimes.”

“No, I’m glad you did.” Dusk gave him a small smile. “You were right, I am an escaped slave. I was being taken to Malkekna to be sold from the Ronja salt mines. My trader was attacked by a group of bandits and I managed to escape during the scuffle.”

“I’m sorry if I put you on the spot.”

“It’s okay. Out of all the people I’ve met since I escaped, you and Lex understand my reason for wanting to leave Ditania the most. I just want a shot at a normal life.”

“I was curious about that too. What’s a high class fellow like him doing way out here with a runaway slave?” Yarick gestured to Lex, keeping his voice low. “What would he know about being trapped? All the rich families have at least one slave. Usually a lot more than that.”

“How’d you know he came from a rich family?”

“His accent gives him away,” Yarick explained. “The way he speaks and carries himself denotes someone of a wealthy upbringing.”

“He wants to escape all that too. He wants to get away from the life his father was trying to force on him.”

“Dusk,” Yarick said seriously. “I know we don’t know each other, and I mean this in the best way, but being forced to live on a silver spoon is not the same as being less than human in a salt mine. I know you’re friends, but he has nothing to compare to what you’ve been through. You weren’t even considered a person. It’s not the same.” He paused for a moment. “I don’t see scars all over his body from the life he led, that’s all I’m saying.”

Dusk kept silent for a moment, thinking over what he’d said. He knew Yarick was right and that Lex had led a cushy life. It was also true there were things forced upon him that he didn't want to do, but he’d never been whipped or starved. He didn’t have to work until he was so exhausted and dehydrated that he might collapse and never get up again. Dusk had never thought about it, but it almost seemed unfair that Lex thought they were so similar in their suffering. Lex didn’t want to be his father’s pawn and Dusk didn’t want to be dehumanized or die a horrible death.

Yarick patted Dusk on the back, “But you’re doing really well. I really admire your tenacity. You’ve come this far already and I’m assuming you mean to go to Inahan after this.”

“Yes,” Dusk replied, shaking himself from his thoughts. “The Legion of the Twilight is based there and I’ve been told they’ll help me.”

“Ah, the Legion. They’re good people. They do what they can to help those who can make it to them. Although with a war going on, I’m not sure how much they’ll be able to do. But it’s a good place to start.” Yarick gave a small smile. “I’m sure they can find you a place to go. Maybe a small farm near the coast where you can settle down and live a peaceful life.”

“That sounds like a dream.”

“Well then, keep that dream in your head and don’t let anyone stop you from making it come true. I believe you can do it.”

They fell into a comfortable silence as they strode forward. The conversation had driven some of the exhaustion from Dusk’s mind and he found himself more alert and ready to take on the day. Somehow Yarick made him feel safer and more confident, more than either Lex or Tara had to begin with. He was easy to talk to and nonthreatening. Tara, on the other hand, was like talking to an angry brick wall. Lex was fine, but he’d grown less talkative and more subdued the longer they traveled together. There were times when Dusk worried that he didn’t want anything to do with him because of his silence. In fact, he wondered if Lex would even be there at all if Dusk hadn’t gone to talk to him that morning after they escaped the tower.

“Eyes to the ground!” Tara called from the front of the group. 

Dusk glanced up for a brief second, his eyes finding a familiar blue glow that was dimmer in the light of day, but still obvious. Quickly he cast his gaze to the ground, staring at his own feet, and came to a halt. Maribel made a small noise and Dusk realized she could see them too. He reached in one of the bags and pulled out a scarf that Lex had packed away. He gently wrapped it around Maribel’s head, tying it so that she was blinded. Rather than grow more nervous, she seemed to breathe a sigh of relief.

The fog around them took on a bluish hue as the wisps drew closer. Dusk could feel his heart pounding as he thought of the dark creature floating amongst them during the night. He kept his eyes downward, but glanced around at knee level, looking for any sign of the gaunt creature. There seemed to be nothing beyond the wisps. 

For a few moments they stood there, weapons at the ready, waiting for the wisps to travel on. They showed no signs of leaving as they continued to float and bob around the group in a wide circle, darting here and there like fireflies. After what seemed like forever, Yarick spoke up.

“Keep going. They aren’t going to leave us alone. Eyes on your feet and don’t stop. Whatever was with them last night, we don’t want it to find us here in the dark!”

Dusk heard Tara’s boots start forward once more. He gave Maribel a small tug to follow. Out of the corner of his eye he could see Yarick less than a step behind him, his staff held at the ready should one of the wisps come too close. The creatures seemed to realize the group was armed and ready, so they kept out of reach as they circled. Here and there they’d dart into the group, hoping to catch one of their eyes and lead them out into the mucky water, but everyone kept their heads down and pressed onward along the path.

For hours they continued to walk, their heads bent towards the ground and their necks aching, but the wisps never left. All of them stayed silent, too keen on their taunters to think of much else. Only Dusk and Yarick had seen the strange creature the night before, but the fear was palpable as the group trudged on at a faster pace, hoping to make it out of the swamp before night fell.

After what seemed like an eternity, the fog around them began to take on an orange hue, signaling the coming of sunset. For a brief moment Dusk glanced up, careful not to look at any of the wisps that were floating nearby. One of them seemed to notice and zoomed into his line of sight, but before he could be taken by it there was a resounding crack as Yarick’s staff collided with the creature. The noise surprised Dusk as he shook his head and turned it back to the ground. The creatures looked like they were made of light only, but it seemed there was something in the center that was physical.

“Are you alright?” Yarick asked, standing beside him. 

“Yeah, I’m fine.” Dusk turned his head a little closer to Yarick. “I thought these were just spirits... how can you hit them?”

“Nobody really knows what they are. It’s all stories and superstition.” Yarick twirled the staff, bringing it down to his side. “But of the few facts we know, one is that they can be hit. I don’t know if it hurts them, but it throws them off for a while. There seems to be some sort of hard sphere in the center that keeps them going. If you can break it or kill their host, they go out.”

“Kill their host?”

“That creature we saw last night was a Wisp Mother,” Yarick whispered, leaning in. “Don’t tell the other two the name, it might alarm them too much. That’s why I didn’t say anything.” He straightened back up, but continued to whisper. “Somehow they control the wisps. If you can kill it, they all go out. But nobody I know has ever survived running across one. They say if you’re killed by her, the Wisp Mother draws the soul from your body and creates another wisp for her collection.”

“We need to move faster.” Dusk raised his voice. “We need to move faster!”

The light was fading fast as they sped through the bog. Already the orange had gone from the mist and the dark gray was settling in. Still keeping their heads down they jogged down the path, hoping to break out of the swamp before night fell. Lex was limping terribly, but he managed to keep pace. More than once, Dusk had to pull Maribel away from the edge of the muck, her hooves making sucking sounds in the wet soil. The mist seemed to grow thicker and the path became so narrow that they had to go single file with Dusk leading Maribel by a small rope a foot in front of her. The wisps kept pace, dancing around and filling the space with their light. Somehow they were being almost helpful as they lit the path for the group to follow.

All at once the wisps darted away and Tara came to a sudden halt. “I can’t see anything,” she said as she pulled a small lantern from her belt. It was almost pitch dark in the mist and the day had finally come to an end. She fumbled with the tinderbox for a moment, trying to light the lantern’s damp wick. When it finally sparked into life she held it high and looked back to the others. “Follow me and stay close.”

They took no more than three steps before a bright, blinding blue light erupted in front of them. Shielding his eyes Dusk glanced up to see a dark shape floating a foot off the ground. The thin figure was humanoid, but seemed to be stretched and made of nothing but angles. A large bony collar sprouted from the neck and shoulders to hover aloft, creating resting places for the three stationary wisps that were now glowing brightly. The too-long arms spread outward tipped with spider-like fingers coming to a sharp point. Dusk could hear the clicking once more and it made his blood run cold. Without warning, it let out a terrifying screech and dove forward, flying towards Tara at an incredible speed.

Without a moment to spare, Tara dove out of the way, protecting the lantern as she tucked and rolled across the muddy soil. Lex however, already had his blade unsheathed and he took a swing at the creature as it flew by. The sword passed through the body without making contact with anything, like she was made of the very mist around them. Lex looked at his sword in confusion. There wasn’t a speck of blood on it. Still screeching the creature rose skyward, hovering over all of them as it turned about. It’s eyes flashed blue as it settled its gaze on Dusk. Once again it dove out of the sky, this time coming straight for him. He stood still, holding Maribel in place, knowing if he let go she would bolt with no way to see where she was going. He clenched his eyes shut as the claws came closer, the ear-piercing scream filling his brain.

Before anything could strike him he felt a whoosh of wind above his head and a wooden crack echoed through the mist. Opening his eyes he saw Yarick standing in front of him holding his staff tight with both hands. The creature cried out and flew away, only two bright blue lights still perched around its head. Scattered across the ground were glass-like shards that glowed bright blue a moment longer before fading to black.

“My blade went right through it!” Lex cried. “What did you do?”

“Aim for the wisps!” Yarick called back. “We’ll have to break them. Dead center of the light!”

Before Lex could reply the bright light flashed back into life off to their left. This time it came directly for Tara. She set the lamp on the ground and pulled her great sword out. Dusk watched as she gave the blade a quarter turn, the thick side facing her enemy, and swung with all her might. It passed through the head of the creature, but struck the wisp mounted on the frilled bone collar behind. Upon contact the hard center of the creature vaporized, exploding into millions of tiny glowing slivers that lost their light in seconds as they rained down into the swampy water.

Without a sound the monster seemed to pop out of existence, the final light going out on its body. Everyone was plunged into darkness, a tiny orange glow radiating nearby from the single lantern. They held their breaths, nobody daring to speak in the sudden oppressive silence that crushed down on them. Dusk looked around, squinting and straining to try to find some clue of where the creature had gone. The seconds ticked by, counted by the sound of his heart thumping in his chest. He held his bow in one hand, having pulled it off his back just before Tara struck the creature. There was an arrow tucked between his fingers, but he didn’t dare pull it back. Between the darkness and the quick movements of his target, he was too worried he’d hit one of his friends.

Slowly he began to relax, letting his shoulders drop. He took a deep breath and denocked the arrow from his bowstring. Gently he lifted it back and tucked it into the quiver. Just as his fingers left the arrow a small movement caught his eye. Spinning to his left, a blue light burst into existence in front of his eyes. Every detail was illuminated as the creature leaned in close. Dusk could see her dark, naked body that looked as if it had been rotting for a long time under the swamp’s surface. Tendons and sinew flexed under what little sagging skin was left on her unnaturally long arms and legs. Her neck craned forward and he saw the deep lines, the trailing wisps of black hair, and the empty eye sockets that seemed to stare into his soul. A new dark green light seemed to pulse from the inside of her skull, shining out of her empty eyes as she reached up and gently caressed his face. 

Dusk felt the cold against his skin, but no contact. It was as if she was made out of the fog itself, a horrible and rotten personification of the Louring Bog brought to life. He felt his arms go limp and his body relaxed at her touch. All that mattered was the light coming from inside her, far greater than the wisp that had ensnared him before. He needed to be with her. She would lead him to the greener place, to freedom, and care for him forever just as she did the others she’d come across for generations. A small feminine voice seemed to enter his mind. If he wanted everything, all it would take was a single kiss. Dusk felt the muscles in his torso activate, pushing him closer towards her, his eyes locked on the green glow. Suddenly she seemed beautiful and young, like a dark haired goddess floating in front of him, ready to take him to his dreams. Her skin had grown pale as moonlight, her eyes filled with the heavens themselves. 

Just before their lips touched, another resounding crack split the air. The blue glow to Dusk’s left exploded and he felt hundreds of sharp shards strike his skin as he clenched his eyes shut. Tiny pinpricks of pain covered his face and there was the telltale warmth of a small trickle of blood running down his cheek. A screech unlike anything he had ever heard erupted in front of his face, piercing into the deepest parts of his brain. His eyes flew open as the monster in front of him whipped around, her claws held high to strangle the life out of whoever had destroyed the last of her precious collection. 

Yarick stepped forward into the orange-lit fog, his staff held aloft. With lightning quick speed he brought it down, driving through the top of the Wisp Mother’s head. There was a shattering sound as the head came off and was slammed into the ground, the staff striking true. Dusk watched as the rest of the rotting corpse-like body slowly faded into the mist. Under Yarick’s stave sat an ancient crumbled skull. The bone fragments were still glowing green, strange symbols seemingly etched across their surface. Yarick stepped forward and drove his boot down over and over, crushing the pieces until they were no more than white sand. As their light faded he reached down and took a handful, throwing it into the swampy water off his side of the path. He bent down once more and threw the second handful in the opposite direction.

Dusk stood there, still holding onto Maribel’s halter. He felt the familiar wave of grief come over him, but familiarity stopped it taking over him. Stepping closer to Maribel, he wrapped an arm over her neck, hugging the warmth close to his face. Her fur was damp and she smelled like a wet dog, but it gave him something to focus on. After a moment he felt a hand on his shoulder.

“Are you alright?” Yarick asked softly.

“Just get me out of here.”
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It was less than an hour to the edge of the swamp after their encounter with the Wisp Mother. Without thinning or any warning, the mist suddenly parted and the group found themselves standing at the edge of an open field on a clear, starlit night. Dusk glanced behind to see an unnatural wall of fog at the edge of the swamp, curling and creeping along the ground and blocking all they had left behind from view. He shivered in the newfound cold that doubled down on them. All around snow coated the ground until it met the mist. Their clothes were still damp and quickly formed a layer of ice. Maribel’s muscles began to twitch and quake, trying to drive away the cold. Dusk reached up and pulled the scarf off her face so that she could see once again.

“Let’s make our way to those trees,” Tara said, pointing across the open field towards a small stand.

“A fire, finally,” Lex replied, limping his way after her. “Although the mist was strangely warm wasn’t it? I guess I’ll take the cold over all that nonsense.”

Dusk nodded, wrapping himself tighter in the cloak and pulling the hood over his head. “Why is it like that?”

“Nobody really knows,” Yarick piped up. “Anyone who strays off the path is never heard from again. My guess is that there are hot springs somewhere inside, but that doesn’t really explain why the fog so abruptly ends.”

“I’m sure there’s a logical explanation somewhere.” Lex shrugged and continued forward.

“Or,” Yarick leaned in close to Dusk, “it could be some long lost magic that sunk into the swamp a thousand years ago.”

Dusk glanced at Lex to see his back turn and nodded. “That creature seemed too strange to explain with logic.”

“There are a lot of things in this world without a logical explanation. Some people,” he looked at Lex, “just aren’t willing to see the truth in front of their eyes.”

Dusk tipped his head back and, using Maribel as his guide, kept his eyes to the heavens as they made their way towards the trees. Gartha filled half of the night sky as always, the pockmarked brown moon reflecting light back down to Udalara. It seemed like the cold somehow made the air clearer and Dusk could just make out a band of color, almost like smoke, that sat far beyond the stars themselves.

Once they reached the trees it didn’t take them long to find dry wood and make camp with a roaring fire in the center. Everyone scooted close to the flames, hoping to drive away the chill and the moisture that had now solidified from their clothing. Even Maribel seemed to be pointing her rear end towards the fire, trying to get a little warmer.

There wasn’t much conversation. Although it was late, their narrow escape seemed to have made all of them a bit giddy. It was a long while before everyone started to settle in and finally drift off to sleep. They decided to keep no watch, all of them needing sleep and the real danger seeming to be behind them. Dusk thought he was the last left awake as he leaned back against his satchel, fingers laced behind his head and staring up into the cosmos. He was happy to see the familiar celestial bodies in the night sky. Somehow they made him feel safer in their familiarity. Being trapped in a perpetual fog was not his idea of comfortable traveling. He was still running through the events of the previous days when he heard a small sound beside him.

“Can I join you for a moment?” Lex whispered. 

“Sure.”

Lex sat down next to Dusk and arched his neck back, looking into the sky along with him. “They sure are beautiful...”

“I love looking at them. I never get tired of it.”

Lex paused for a moment. “Crazy few days huh? Between the Grimfish and swamp, that was a lot more than I bargained for.”

Dusk felt himself internally flinch at the statement. “Mmhmm.”

“How are you holding up?”

“I’m okay. You?”

“The leg is still pretty sore, but it’s healing. I can feel it.” Lex paused, glancing over to Yarick. “This new guy is pretty useful. Wish we’d had him along back in Windshear Pass.” He paused again. “But I’m not sure if I trust him yet.”

Dusk visibly prickled at that. “Why?” he asked rather sharply. “He’s done nothing but help us and he’s saved my life twice now.”

“You wouldn’t have been in any danger if he hadn’t busted into the tavern a couple days ago.”

Dusk sat up. “We were already going to go through the swamp. If he hadn’t been there, I would have been dead multiple times. He’s the only reason I’m still here.”

Lex looked taken aback by this sudden outburst.

“You didn’t save me back there. Or even at the river. I saved you.”

“I didn’t mean to upset you, Dusk. I... I just want to be cautious.”

“I’m going to sleep.”

With that he laid back down, turning over on his side to face away from the fire. Lex was still for a long moment before he quietly got up. Dusk listened as he went back to his own spot and laid down. He couldn’t believe what Lex was saying. Yarick had, for no selfish reason, saved Dusk more than once in the past couple of days. He’d guided them through the swamp and even told them how to kill the monster they came across. Lex had done nothing but swing blindly. In fact, the more Dusk thought about it, the less useful Lex seemed to be. Even during their initial trek he’d been passed out cold most of the journey. Dusk had saved him from monsters, bandits, and the Circle itself only to save him once again from the Grimfish at the river. The only thing Lex ever seemed to do was get hurt and complain about how the journey was ‘more than he bargained for’. And now to say he didn’t trust Yarick while the man couldn’t defend himself seemed underhanded. Yarick was right, some people just couldn’t see the truth in front of their own noses.

Dusk stopped his train of thought suddenly. What was he even thinking? Lex had been there for him the entire time, through the long journey across Ditania. He’d even promised to help him reach Inahan and his freedom, something that no one was under any pressure to do. Still, there was something about his mistrust of Yarick that rubbed Dusk the wrong way. He didn’t know if it was due to a lack of sleep or the lingering effects of coming face-to-face with the wisps, but he didn’t like it. He trusted Yarick But then again, who wouldn’t? The man had saved his life twice in the past three days. It seemed unreasonable that a man that wanted to hurt him would risk his own life to save him. He needed Lex to see that. Hopefully a few more days on the road would turn Lex’s opinion around.

***
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The next morning found them all still tired, but feeling significantly more rested. The soreness of the journey so far seemed to creep into their muscles. Thankfully, now that they were free of the mist, everything was easier. Dusk made his way out to the road before everyone else, pulling Maribel along so that he could bring her to a patch of grass he’d removed the snow from. His breath steamed in front of his face before it swirled into nothingness as he looked about him while Maribel tore at the grass. It was calming, just to take in the beautiful scenery that he hadn’t seen in three days. The sky was clear and the mountains to the west were easily visible with no threat of weather. The purple of their base melted upward into grays and whites, creating the perfect image of splendor. To the north he could see the waves of strange mist hovering over the bog, but everywhere else was nothing but grass-dotted snow and skeletal trees intermingled in a never-ending sea of nature. Turning on his heel to the south he saw the road that would lead them to Emerald Deep. The path seemed rarely traveled and was covered in the fresh, undisturbed snow that had fallen days earlier, but there was still a slight depression denoting its existence. The air smelled fresh and the sun was warm on Dusk’s face.

He hoped the journey would be easy from there. It was a foolish hope, but one he wished for nonetheless. Nothing seemed to have been easy since he’d escaped. So far the only thing they’d done to make the journey easier was buy a horse and even that had taken some deception to pull off. Dusk glanced at Maribel, happy that he had her along the hard road. After minor disagreements with Lex and Tara’s constant snipping, he was grateful to have a silent companion that seemed to appreciate him. He reached up and ran his fingers through her mane, smoothing it down and untangling small, windswept pieces. It was soft and feathery still. The stable boy in Louring had surely brushed her out before stabling her that night at the tavern. He reached into his satchel and pulled out one of the few apples he’d purchased. Before he even had it near her she whipped her head around, zeroing in on her favorite treat. He made sure to hold his fingers away from her as they were liable to be bitten off in her excitement.

There were small things to be grateful for. Although it was uncommon, a few good people existed in the world. Dusk caught fleeting glances of them as his group ran their way through Ditania. People who would help a stranger without question, and go above and beyond what they were paid to provide. Kindness was still strange to him even though he’d seen so much of it already. If it weren’t for small gestures from people like Juniper, Dusk might have frozen to death in the woods, starving under a rock wearing nothing but rags and a stolen cloak. 

Then there were people like Lex who went out of their way and against their own better judgment to see him to his goal. He thought about how he’d snapped at Lex the night before and a wave of guilt came over him. Lex had every right to be suspicious of Yarick. He was a total stranger, after all. At least to everyone but Dusk. Lex had been too injured to go on their first meandering through the bog and Tara wasn’t the kind of person to form attachments to people. Lex really was trying his best and all Dusk had done was berate him. There had been many times he’d been sick of Lex getting injured, but the only reason Lex got hurt was because he was trying to defend him. If anyone needed to apologize, it was Dusk.

Dusk turned on his heel to go back to the camp and ran full into Yarick.

“Whoa! Sorry there buddy!” Yarick laughed, grabbing Dusk by the shoulders to stop him from falling as he slipped. “I didn’t mean to sneak up on you. You must have been pretty lost in thought.”

“Yeah, sorry,” Dusk chuckled. “I guess I was.”

“Well, no worries there.” He watched as Dusk leaned to the side, looking over to Lex. “Say there, why don’t you come with me and scout ahead, huh?”

“Oh, I...” Dusk paused as Lex caught his eye, cocking an eyebrow as if asking what he wanted. He glanced at Yarick and back.

“Just a short way. We’ll let Tara lead, she seems to like being the boss.”

“I... alright.”

Dusk turned away and followed Yarick up the road, leaving Lex holding his bags looking confused. They pushed their way through the fresh snow, disturbing the crystalline beauty of the fresh powder that sparkled in the sunshine like diamonds. Dusk kept moving his head side to side to make them glitter in the sunlight. He didn’t realize Yarick was watching.

“You haven’t seen much of the world yet, have you?”

“I’ve only been free of the mine for a little over a month.”

“How long were you there?”

“Ten years.”

“But, you’re barely a man! They must have caught you young!”

“I’m not sure how old I was, maybe twelve. Though I can’t really be sure. Once I was on the streets I didn’t keep track of much beyond getting food.”

“What about your parents?”

“I...” Dusk stopped, pulling his cloak tightly around him. “I’m an orphan I think.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, lad. Do you remember them?”

“I don’t remember much of anything. There are flashes and feelings, but I don’t know their faces or what they sounded like. It’s like trying to grasp at a dream. But in my heart I feel they’re dead. I can’t think of any other reason I would have been alone.”

“Maybe you’ll find a new family. You’re still young and you could always start one of your own when you get settled.” Yarick cleared his throat. “I know I haven’t known you long, but I heard what you and Lex were talking about last night.”

Dusk felt a small fluttering in his chest. It was panic.

“Don’t be alarmed,” Yarick laughed, seeing the look on his face. “I’m not mad. Lex was right to be suspicious, he doesn’t know me like you do.” He took a step forward and placed both his hands on Dusk’s shoulders. “You remind me a lot of the son I once had, so forgive me if I come on too strong.”

“What... What happened to him?”

“It’s a long story and not the most pleasant.”

Dusk gestured around to the snowy fields. “I’ve got time.”

“Only if you’re sure.” Dusk gave him a nod, and Yarick sighed. “Where do I start? He wanted to be just like me ever since he was a little boy. He followed me around, mimicking my martial arts training and pretending to read books before he even knew what they were. He was always so curious and full of questions. Even when I was gone for long periods, he always showed me gratitude and understanding for my work. We were best friends before he could walk.

“As he came of age, he joined my order and became an archivist, traveling around the continent looking for texts just like his old man.” Yarick stared off over Dusk’s shoulder, his eyes growing misty as he grinned. “He found some of the most valuable information the order has ever uncovered. He was going to outdo me at any moment and I couldn’t have been more proud.

“When a new mission came up, we took it together with another apprentice, his best friend. We traveled north to the Sky Islands at the cradle of the mountains. It should have been an easy trip.” Yarick dropped his hands to his sides and turned away from Dusk. “We made it to the big island without any issues. He was so mesmerized being that high up in the clouds. On a clear day it feels like you can see the whole world. I’ll never forget how absolutely enchanted he was.

“Anyway, we delved into the ruins with a ratty map, searching for ancient magical texts that were rumored to have been there long ago. We had no idea what we would find. But something happened while we were down there.” His voice grew darker. “His friend, Landon, was trying to get between us for some reason. They had spent so much time together and built a great friendship, and Landon saw me as a threat to that. I’m not sure why, but I overheard a lot of conversations and it was plain that Landon’s intent was to turn him against me. 

“The bottom of the ruins were close to the underside of the island and, in some places, had fallen away all together. The drop was hundreds of feet to the massive lake below. Completely unsurvivable. We came to a fork in the path and Landon convinced my son to take the other path. I knew it wasn’t safe and it was the wrong way: it was clearly marked on the map. I did everything I could to stop him, but Landon pulled him away. I stayed at the fork, hoping they would come back, waiting for him to realize they’d made a mistake.” His voice grew soft until it was almost a whisper. “But when I heard the crumbling stone and their screams fading into the open air below, I knew it was too late.”

Yarick turned his head towards the sky, his body shaking with barely-contained sobs. Dusk wanted to reach out, to comfort him. He held out a hand, hovering there between them, but pulled it back under his cloak.

Eventually Yarick tilted his head back down and wiped his eyes on the back of his arm, his back still turned to Dusk. “I found the books, but I’ll never replace what I lost on that trip.”

Dusk let a silent moment pass between them. “What... What was his name?”

“Gian.” Yarick shook his arms out suddenly as if to throw off his grief, and turned back around. He wiped his face again with a weak grin. “I’m sorry. I’m sure you didn’t want to hear such a pathetic story.”

“No, I’m glad you told me,” Dusk replied gently. “I’m sorry you lost someone you loved so much.”

“You remind me a lot of him. Always searching, always dreaming and staring off into the distance. You’ve got the same drive as him, I can feel it. You’ll find what you’re looking for without a doubt, even if... even if Gian didn’t.” Yarick moved close, his face not far from Dusk’s, grabbing him by the upper arms. “Don’t let anyone convince you to stray from the path. Okay?”

Dusk smiled back up at him. “Okay.”

“That’s my boy,” Yarick grinned, tousling his hair. He took a step back and glanced around at the cold white that surrounded them. “Let’s get back to the others and then we can get on our way to Emerald Deep.”

“Yes sir,” Dusk replied, falling into step beside him.

***
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Dusk forgot to apologize to Lex, too caught up in Yarick’s story to think about much else. But within a day, everything seemed back to normal anyway. The party began the long trek towards Emerald Deep with Maribel in tow as ever. The landscape seemed to be on an endless repeat of small forests and open fields, but Dusk didn’t mind it. The weather remained fair- if cold- and made their journey all the easier. Each night they found a secluded spot in a stand of trees and had a roaring fire to keep away the night’s chill. Yarick kept spirits high with stories about his dives into ancient ruins while they ate roasted meat from each day’s hunt. 

By the end of the first week, it was Dusk who was providing most of the food. He’d become more proficient with his bow and with every passing day, more and more arrows found their mark. He lost a few on the way and was worried he’d run out before they made it to Emerald Deep. However, one morning when he awoke, he found Yarick had carved three new arrows and fletched them with feathers from the previous night’s pheasant dinner. 

For every day that passed by, Dusk and Yarick grew closer. They spent more and more time together, chatting about anything that came to their minds as the days wore on. Dusk pried deeper and deeper into the knowledge Yarick had collected for his order. He seemed to know about all forms of magic and how it worked. He explained that magic could be expressed in two ways; instinctively or through technique. Instinctual magic had disappeared with the dragons, but the magic Dusk had seen performed by Falgorin had been a learned technique. Dusk decided not to mention where his curiosity of magic came from or the story of how he’d come to become trapped under the collar. He kept the crystal well hidden, not yet ready to share it with his new friend.

Instead he listened to everything Yarick had to say, hanging onto every word of his stories. Dusk knew he had no family of his own, but being around Yarick made him feel like he had something that he couldn’t quite put his finger on. It was obvious that Yarick felt the same way from the way he treated Dusk. They had a playful banter that lasted through the day and Yarick was always the first to proudly congratulate Dusk when he brought down another kill for dinner. Even after the fifth day in a row, Yarick still beamed with pride as Dusk came wandering back with a bird or rabbit over his shoulder. 

Most nights Yarick and Dusk sat talking while Tara and Lex practiced. Lex’s leg had healed well and he was walking everyday without any help. As soon as it was healed Tara pulled him away each night to cross swords with him. Sometimes Dusk sat watching them with his back to the fire. Tara was easily the better swordsman and Lex was clumsy with his new, heavier weapon. She made it a point to show how often he left his belly open for a strike, which had cost him many times in the past. After a few days his movements became quicker and he showed more stamina. Just like he’d taught Dusk to shoot, Tara was teaching him to defend himself outside of a controlled environment.

As the second week of travel came to a close, Dusk found himself spending almost all his time with Yarick during his waking hours. He spoke to Lex here and there, but Tara kept mostly to herself as usual, content to lead the way, snark at them when she got a chance, and choose the campsite each night. 

Late one night Yarick plopped down next to Dusk before they turned in.

“We should be in Emerald Deep in less than two days,” he smiled. “We’re almost there.”

“I can’t believe we’re so close!”

“Have you considered my offer,” Yarick whispered. “To let my order help you remove your collar?”

Dusk sighed. He’d been thinking about it a lot. “Yes. I don’t have anything to offer you as payment.”

“You and your friends escorted me through the Louring Bog, that alone is payment enough. I owe you for taking me the rest of the way.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course. I’ve had great company for the entire trip, I couldn’t ask for more. Usually my journeys are much more lonely. This has been a real treat.”

Dusk didn’t know what to say, so he just nodded.

“Good.” Yarick stood up, brushing the snow off his cloak. “Oh, keep your eye on the horizon tomorrow as we walk.” He gave him a wink. “You won’t believe what we’re going to pass under. I know you’ll like it.”

“What is it?” Dusk asked with child-like wonder.

“Just keep an eye on the horizon.”
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The group rose at dawn, Dusk being the second to Yarick to get up. Yarick had been so mysterious the night before, avoiding all his questions and teasing him with some point of interest along their route. That morning as they headed out, Dusk led the way at a faster pace with Maribel at his side. He was anxious to see what was waiting for them. Before they’d camped the night before, the path had become swamped with trees, blocking out everything around them except for the sky. They were in an ancient forest and the trunks of the trees were as wide as Dusk was tall. The naked branches reached into the sky, like they would pluck the stars down from the heavens themselves. The floor below was covered in a fine white sheet of snow peppered with the tracks of animals that wandered through the wood. Some were paws, and some were hooves, but most presented little threat. 

There was one set, however, that slowed them for a moment. Tara called out to stop as she examined the tracks. Dusk made his way over to glance over her shoulder. On the ground there were paw prints larger than his hand with clear claw marks at the tip of each pad. The strides between them were long, at least as much as Dusk could stretch without falling.

“What made those?” he asked quietly from behind Tara.

“See how the two middle toes are further forward than the others?” she said as she reached a finger out and traced the outlines. “And we can see four distinct claw marks? It’s definitely a canine of some sort.”

“It looks big.”

“That’s an understatement. It’s massive.” She spoke quietly with fear evident in her voice. “And it’s a loner.”

Dusk looked around. She was right, there were no other tracks.

“Loners are aggressive and unpredictable. Canines usually hunt in packs in the wild.” She leaned down closer to the track, touching it with her bare finger. “These are really fresh.” Standing back up, she gestured the other two over. Once they were closer she whispered, “Be as quiet as you can. Whatever left these isn’t far away and we need to be more than silent if we don’t want to attract its attention.”

Lex nodded silently, trusting Tara’s judgment when it came to tracking. Yarick glanced at the prints, following them with his eyes as they crossed the path and led into the woods on the other side. With a curt nod he turned back to the road, taking a quicker pace than before.

Every sound from there forward became a reason to bolt. Everyone was on edge and Maribel could sense it. She’d gone wide-eyed and jumpy since they’d found the prints. Dusk hoped it wasn’t because she could smell the creature too. He wished he had something to calm her down, but she was so alert that it seemed unlikely to help anyway. The minutes ticked by like hours. Dusk watched everyone scan from side to side as they hurried along, keeping vigilant for a pair of eyes watching them from the woods, or a shifting shadow.

After what seemed like an eternity, they came to the edge of the woods. The monstrous trees had been growing thinner and shorter without their notice. Suddenly they gave way to an open field full of tall grass. Dusk felt himself breathe a sigh of relief along with his companions as they stared back at the woods from a few feet away. They’d passed through unscathed and there were no signs of the tracks beyond the trees.

A howl sounded from deep within the forest. Dusk had never heard anything like it before. He’d heard the wolves howl the night Kinallin was attacked, but this was different. It made his blood curdle, sonorous and lower than any natural beast. He could feel rather than hear the sound rumbling through the earth below him and into the soles of his boots. The cry echoed through the trees causing snow to be shaken from perches atop branches. The beast seemed to be far away, but that didn’t stop any of them from breaking into a run.

Dusk tightened his grip on Maribel’s halter and sprinted away from the trees. Like the rest of his friends, he was convinced that whatever it was, the monster was coming after them. Their feet ripped through the snow as they sped across the field for the smaller stand of trees at the other side. When they reached it they all threw themselves behind the largest tree a few feet within the patch. Gasping for air, Dusk stared across the open field to see if they were being chased.

For a long moment nothing happened. Just as the group began to think they’d escaped unscathed, a small herd of elk burst from the trees as if running for their very lives. With a thunderous crash, a large white body exploded out of the trees sending a small tree toppling to the ground and splinters flying everywhere. It surged across the field at the herd that had turned abruptly eastward at its appearance. With a single leap it dove forward, crushing one elk under its large paw and snapping sharp yellow teeth around its throat. Blood spilled across the white fur as it crunched down, making sure the animal would never move again.

Dusk stared in horror as the creature dropped its prey and looked up, scanning the field for any other predators. The tall pointed ears were high and alert as it looked back and forth. He would have called it a wolf if it hadn’t been at least six feet tall at the shoulder. It was easily larger than Maribel and definitely twice as fast. The body was lithe and muscular, very similar to that of a wolf, except for the large tusks that jutted downward from its upper jaw and a scaly ridge of dark plates that lay flat over its spine like armor. Even from a distance, Dusk could see the bright amber eyes looking across the fields. 

It paused as its gaze fell upon the small patch of trees they were hiding in, staring with its lips curled back in a bloody snarl. Dusk pressed closer to the tree, praying that they hadn’t been seen as a shiver ran down his spine. The monster let out a barking growl and turned back to its kill. Lifting it easily in its jaws as if the full grown elk weighed nothing, it turned and darted back into the forest once more, leaving nothing but a bloody stain splashed against the crisp white snow.

Dusk let out the breath he’d been holding and his face against the rough bark of the tree. His heart was pounding, the blood in his ears thumping so loud he couldn’t hear anything else. He closed his eyes and silently thanked whatever gods existed for sparing them from the monster wolf. He startled as Yarick spoke, his breath catching in his throat.

“I’m never going through those woods again,” Yarick murmured. “No wonder nobody takes this road anymore.”

“What was that?” Dusk whispered.

“The fuck if I know,” Tara replied, stepping up beside them.

“I don’t know either,” Yarick added.

“That was an Amarok...” Lex said quietly, his eyes glazed over and distant.

“Don’t be ridiculous. That’s just a fairy tale to scare children,” Tara scoffed.

Dusk turned to Lex, ignoring the other two. “What are they?”

“Giant white wolves from the far north. They hunt alone and will kill almost anything that comes across their path.”

“But we’re in Ditania. Even if they were real, they shouldn’t be here.” Yarick said, shaking his head. “They’re said to live near the north pole.”

“Apparently,” Lex gestured to the massive blood stain in the field, “one decided to travel.” He stared for a long moment out over the field as if waiting for it to burst from the forest again. “We need to go. I don’t want to be around when it gets hungry again.”

“He’s right, let’s move,” Tara commanded.

Taking a quaking Maribel with one hand, Dusk followed the other three back to the path and south once more. Their travel was fast-paced, but everyone was subdued and worried, too concerned with the prospect of being hunted while they slept. Or worse: while they were still awake. The day slipped by without rest or a break to eat. They passed through many more fields and patches of woodland, the trees never lasting more than an hour ahead of them. Dusk kept his gaze low, looking over his shoulder every few minutes to make sure they weren’t being followed. When the day grew old and the sky began to lose its luster, the group came to the southern edge of a small forest and back into an open plain. 

Yarick called for the group to stop and pointed with a finger over the grass to the south. “This is what I wanted you to see,” he said to Dusk. “The Crystal Gate.”

Dusk lifted his gaze from the snow. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing. In the center of the plain was a massive stone arch that soared high into the sky. The gate stood easily a half-mile high with a large purple crystal formation at its apex. The stone arch was strangely shaped, as if many large square columns had grown and curved out of the ground, converging at the peak. The odd shape of the stone gave it a texture somewhat like scales, but more clearly defined. The crystal keystone was a deep royal purple at the base and made of many points that stretched into the heavens. The center and largest spire of the group rose skyward before it came to a sharp point and turned almost completely clear. Even in the overcast evening sky the crystal seemed to shimmer and sparkle in the distance. Only one question came to Dusk’s mind.

“H–how?”

“Magic,” Yarick replied, smiling. “This is one of the greatest monoliths left behind by the last age, before magic disappeared from the world.”

“The history books say this was built by the Alamondian Empire as a gift to the southern continent’s people. A beacon for them to follow should they ever journey north,” Lex added, sounding as if he was reciting a passage from his textbooks. 

“That is all true.” Yarick looked back to him for a moment. “But it was not built by men. The great white dragon Tephyss summoned it up from the ground with his power, growing the crystal at the top himself over many days.” He paused for a moment, but when Lex didn’t argue, he continued on. “It was a peace offering to the southern continent that the kingdom of Alamond had waged war against. He wanted to show them that they were welcome and all was forgiven, so he constructed the Crystal Gate as a beacon and as proof of his overwhelming power. It’s simultaneously a welcome and a warning.”

Dusk met Lex’s gaze. It was obvious both of them were shocked to hear that name again. Tara on the other hand, didn’t seem to flinch.

“Seems like a bunch of nonsense to me,” she said. “But, I’ll admit, it is quite a sight to behold.”

“Emerald Deep is just a day beyond the gate. If we can make it to the gate itself, we might be able to see the lights of the city once it gets dark and if the weather holds.” Yarick put a hand on Dusk’s shoulder, pulling his attention away from Lex. “Like it?”

“It’s incredible.”

“I thought you would. You’re just like Gian: always fascinated with the great wonders of the world.” Yarick gave him a quick pat and turned back to the road, making his way towards the gate.

It took them little more than an hour to reach the archway. The closer they got, the taller it seemed to become until Dusk had to crane his neck backwards to see the crystal at the top. Once they arrived he handed Maribel off to Lex without a word and sprinted to the base of the gate. What he’d mistaken for squared stone from a distance were actually hexagonal pillars. The gate seemed to be composed of millions of them ranging from some thicker than he was tall to some no bigger than his pinky finger. He reached out, running his fingers over the smooth surface. The stone had a red-brown hue mottled with darker flecks like jasper. In tiny cracks across the surface, dark purple crystals grew, reaching out towards the open air. Wherever a seam existed in the stone, crystal grew between the pillars, solidifying the entire structure. It was unlike anything he had ever seen in the mines. Even in the dragon’s cave there hadn’t been anything this magnificent. He stayed for a long while, walking around the base of the arch with his fingers dragging across the rock.

When night had finally fallen, Dusk made his way back to the group where a small campfire marked their place for the evening. They’d set up next to a small clump of trees, the only copse that could be seen for miles. It was just enough to break the cold wind that rushed down from the mountains. Without realizing it, the road had curved them back west, bringing the mountains closer than they had been in some time. Dusk was happy to see them again, their looming presence always comforting for some reason. He took his seat at the fire, tucking his cloak underneath him to block the cold snow.

“So,” he sighed, “we’re almost there.”

“We should be in Emerald Deep by sundown tomorrow, if not sooner,” Yarick replied with a grin. “I’ll be happy to finally take a warm bed for the night.”

“We’ll need to gather up some supplies if we’re to push our way around the lake and through the mountains,” Tara said, turning to Dusk. “We can take a couple days to rest, but we shouldn’t waste time if we want to get to Inahan.” She paused for a moment, considering how much to say in front of Yarick. “King Arius will have retaliated after the invasion of Windshear Pass. It wouldn’t surprise me to find soldiers from either side in Emerald Deep. Inahan will be harder to penetrate the longer we dawdle.”

“I agree with Tara, let’s move quickly,” Lex added with a nod to her. “Emerald Deep isn’t a safe place to be, even during times of peace.”

“There’s...” Dusk glanced at Yarick. “There’s been a change of plan. We’re going to Yarick’s order first.”

“And when were you going to share this information?” Tara scolded.

“I offered a few days after we met, but he wanted to make sure you all could trust me before he made the decision,” Yarick said, giving a sideways glance to Lex. “I’ve offered to help Dusk remove his collar. My order has access to many ancient tomes and I’m sure we can find a solution.”

“I want to try at least,” Dusk pleaded, looking at the other two. “Maybe I should have said something sooner, but you both seemed to need more time to trust Yarick. He’s done nothing but help us on this journey.” His eyes met Lex’s stern expression. “We wouldn’t have made it here without him.”

“My order is located on the southern side of the lake. We can spend a night or two in town to gather supplies and make our way there.” He turned to Tara. “If you’re taking the underground path, which I think you are...” Tara gave him a stiff nod, “then the monastery will be on the way. You might lose a day or two while we search for a solution, but no more than necessary.”

“So be it then,” Tara waved the agreement aside. “Tomorrow night we’ll stay in the city and then move on. Once we get that collar removed we’ll have to march quickly through the underground. It will take a few days to pass through. If all goes well, we should make it to Inahan without anyone noticing on either side.”

“Is the underground path safe?” Lex asked, leaning closer to the fire to warm his hands.

“It’s safer than passing through the mountains on foot in the dead of winter,” Tara replied. “I’m afraid we don’t have much other choice if we want to go through unnoticed and without coin. I’ve been through there on one other occasion. Hopefully it remains as empty as it was back then, though it’s been some years.”

“As far as the monastery knows, nobody uses it anymore, not even the Ditanian soldiers that occasionally come this far south.” Yarick shook his head. “There are rumors of beasts taking refuge there, but that’s true of any place men seldom visit.”

“We’ll have to take our chances.” Tara pulled her blanket tighter around herself, fending off the night’s dropping temperature. She gestured to Lex and Dusk, “These two would be dead in two days if we went over the mountains.”

“I think you should give Dusk more credit.” Yarick winked at him. “He’s proven himself more than once.”

Dusk smiled up at him, happy for the compliment and glad that someone seemed to notice that he’d gotten better at fending for himself. He’d been providing the majority of the fresh meat and had staved off predators a few times to the benefit of the group. It felt good to be noticed finally, to get some recognition for how much he was achieving.

“Be that as it may, the mountain path would prove too much for most this time of year.” Tara turned her head back towards the city lights in the distance. “The cave is the safest route unless we want to wait until spring.” Everyone nodded in unison, agreeing that waiting wasn’t an option. “Get some rest everyone. Dream of warmer beds and good ale tonight.”

Lifting his head up, Dusk studied the southern horizon and the lights that gleamed in the distance. Tomorrow they’d be in Emerald Deep and one step closer to his goal of freedom. They’d come so far, but they were almost on the final leg of the journey at last. He turned back to the fire to see Lex quietly wrap himself in his blanket and lay down to sleep. 
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Rising at dawn, the group packed their belongings away quietly. Tara and Lex kept to themselves while Yarick and Dusk chattered happily. Once all their things were packed, Dusk moved off by himself to the magnificent archway once more. He ran his fingers over the textured surface one last time before they set out, sad to leave such a treasure behind. He craned his neck back and saw the early sunlight reflecting through the crystals, casting refracted rainbows across the mountainside. Dusk found himself mesmerized by the dancing colors until Maribel was pulled in front of his gaze.

“We’d best be off,” Yarick said, handing the halter rope over to him.

With a quick nod he took one last glance at the mountain and followed the rest of his companions south.

They’d been able to see lights in the distance the night before, but as they crested a hill around mid-morning, the town itself came into view along with the lake. Emerald Deep was surprisingly big, but still a small city next to a lake that seemed endless. If not for the mountains in the distance, Dusk would have thought the lake was part of the sea itself. To the south he could make out cerulean water turning to the deep blue of the ocean, but to the southwest there was an equally large body of jade green water that faded to emerald. It almost didn’t look real, but Dusk could make out the small boats sailing around the lake and a large island covered in trees in the center. He found himself standing still, mouth agape as he took in the sight.

“Pretty amazing isn’t it? Yarick asked, stepping up beside him. “I never get tired of seeing it.”

“It’s incredible... but why is it so green?”

“Mineral deposits most likely, brought down from the slopes. There are many small rivers from the mountains that feed the lake on the western side. Beyond that there are large springs at the edges, some of them hot springs, that pump water into it from deep underground.” Yarick smiled wide, holding his arms out. “It’s as if all the beauty in Ditania is focused here for us to enjoy.”

“I’ve never seen a hot spring before.”

“There are some on the southern bank. You can’t see it from here, but that’s where the monastery is.” Yarick pointed out across the landscape and beyond the forested island to a bank of fog hanging over the water. “The springs create a constant mist this time of year so it’s hard to make out anything. The building is on higher ground, but only an hour or so on foot from the hot springs. We can stop there on the way if you like.”

“Yes please.”

“So be it then. We’ll make sure to get a hot bath before I introduce you to the order.”

With a smile and a nod, Yarick started back down the road, Dusk following closely behind.

Emerald Deep was much bigger than he expected. Compared to the lake it looked tiny from a distance, but once they walked through the gates Dusk was overwhelmed with sounds, smells and sights that were completely foreign to him. In the back of his mind he felt a tingle of familiarity from his days as a child in Eblesal, but beyond that the city landscape seemed alien. Everything from the cobbled streets to the shouting merchants assaulted his senses and he found himself pushing closer to Maribel as if using her as a shield. Houses seemed to lean inward towards the street from overhead. Horses and people crowded through, going about their business as if that much noise were normal. Dusk saw people of all shapes, colors, and sizes walking through the streets in their various attires. Many of them were obviously sailors and some of them weren’t human at all. In the fading light he could see the masts in the harbor with their sails tied up and he wondered where they had come from. There was the distinct smell of fish and salt in the air and he noticed many of the vendors with their carts were selling said fish, cooked or raw. Others had small fires and cooking pots where they were roasting or frying foods on sticks and selling them hot to passersby. 

Dusk was equal parts terrified and amazed at everything that went on around him. It was overwhelming, but a part of him wanted to break away from his companions and explore. He kept close though, not knowing if he’d ever find his way back. Everyone else seemed at peace with the hustle and bustle so Dusk was content to let them lead. After a few minutes of winding between houses and streets packed with merchants, Yarick called for them to stop. With a quick wink to Dusk he crossed the street and entered a long building. It looked as if it could possibly be an inn, but from the outside he wasn’t sure. Tara and Lex stood nearby, both leaning against a free wall and ignoring any passing glances.

It wasn’t long before Yarick returned and pulled them close. “It looks like we’ll have to try elsewhere. They’re full up.” He looked over his shoulder, making sure there was nobody listening in. “The keeper told me that people have been fleeing here from all over Ditania, even from Inahan, in an attempt to keep away from the war.”

“I thought it seemed a bit more crowded. The war is getting worse then?” Tara asked.

“Seems like it. He said people have been arriving for the past couple of weeks by any means they could find, and almost every tavern and inn in town is full,” he sighed. “However, he did say there was one that was sure to have some openings, at least for one night, but it comes with a catch.”

“And what’s that?” she asked with an upward thrust of her head.

“It’s a brothel. We’d have to pay for... companionship as well.”

An hour later with Maribel stabled for the night down the road, Dusk found himself standing outside the ‘Lusty Armadillo,’ as Yarick called it, one of the local brothels in Emerald Deep. The name itself would have been hilarious if he wasn’t so nervous about going inside. The idea of having to spend the night with a stranger was bad enough, but the thought of what they were supposed to do conjured up an instinctual lack of self-confidence that was unexpectedly alarming. For the decade he’d been at the mine, he’d spent almost every night chained up. He knew there were things that happened in the dark in the slaves quarters- everyone knew that- but he’d never been a part of it. Now, faced with the reality of what could happen, he found himself frozen on the spot.

“Well, it’s better than sleeping on the ground again,” Yarick sighed. “And it’s been a while.” 

With a shrug he was the first to step through the door. Silently Lex followed behind, keeping his head down and not looking at either of the other two.

“Come on Dusk,” Tara scoffed, giving him a playful shove. Her mood had noticeably lifted since they’d reached the city. “It’s just a brothel. Everybody goes to one eventually.”

“I’ve never been to one...”

“I guessed that much.” She leaned down beside him, an actual, genuine smile on her face. “Listen, it’s been a hard journey. For all of us.” She took a deep breath, meeting Dusk’s gaze. “I know I haven’t been the most pleasant on this trip, but that was rough country with no supplies and on foot for almost a month. I think we all need to unwind a bit and that includes you. Consider this your first taste of real freedom.” She stood back up. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I need a drink and a beautiful woman.”

She walked inside, leaving Dusk standing near the entrance. People streamed down the streets, going here and there without noticing his internal panic. The world around him seemed to grow fuzzy as his thoughts collided. He found his feet cemented in place, unable to will himself to step forward. 

“Excuse me.” Dusk nearly jumped out of his skin as a soft voice behind him spoke up. “Are you going in?” 

He turned to see a man around his age, standing in a thin linen shirt and breeches. He had brown leather boots that went to the knee, but wore no winter clothing of any kind even though it was quite cold. His short hair was light brown with a soft curl against his pale skin. But what Dusk noticed most was his light brown, almost amber colored eyes.

“Are you going in?” he repeated.

“Oh. I... uh... yes.”

“First time here?” he asked, stepping up beside him with a smile.

“I...”

“I thought so. You all have that same terrified look in your eyes on the first visit.” He covered his mouth as he laughed. “Well, if you like, why don’t you let me show you around?” 

He offered out an arm that Dusk only stared at. “You don’t have to—”

“Oh, I insist.” He scooped his arm through Dusk’s and pulled him towards the door gently. “Don’t worry, it’s not as scary as you think.”

As they walked through the front door Dusk was immediately hit by the perfumed atmosphere that pervaded the entire building. The interior was warm and brightly lit with fireplaces against opposite walls with many tables in between. Food and drink was piled high as the waitstaff rushed back and forth to fill orders, many of them not wearing much more than thin fabric that left little to the imagination. Immediately Dusk began to sweat. 

“There’s plenty of pleasurable things to find in the Lusty Armadillo,” the man on his arm laughed. “That’s such a silly name isn’t it? But I bet you’ll never forget it!” He waved a hand, giggling away. “Anyway, they’ve got everything here including food, drink, hot baths, and rooms for the night. As for your choices of companionship for the night,” he gestured to the room as he pulled him through, “there’s anything you like. Men, women, and anything in between. If your tastes are a bit more on the exotic side, there are even a few Rhyka who work here from the southern continent.” 

He lifted a hand and pointed over to a scantily dressed man who was covered in a fine layer of speckled fur. The man was leaning against the bar with his arms crossed. His body was humanoid and lithe, but he had large ears like a cat, piercing green eyes, and a long tail that twitched behind him. He wore a small loincloth that was almost sheer, showing off everything he had to offer his clients. An ear swiveled in their direction, followed by his gaze. He smiled to show elongated canines as he lifted a claw tipped hand in their direction. The man holding Dusk’s arm waved back.

“That’s Cyrilo and he gives the best massage you’ll ever have. He’s a bit rough, but you’ll be so relaxed you won’t care.” The man pulled out a chair for Dusk at an empty table and pushed him into it. “Or, if you prefer someone with a gentle touch who’s good with beginners,” he lowered himself slowly into Dusk’s lap and wrapped an arm around his shoulders, “you could always spend the night with me.”

Dusk gulped audibly making the man perched on his lap laugh again.

“It never gets old. Newbies are my favorite.” He leaned in close, a flowery smell wafting off his warm skin. “My name is Eiran. What’s yours, handsome?”

It took a moment for Dusk to find his voice. “Dusk,” he squeaked out.

“Ooh, that’s so dark and mysterious!” Eiran tapped a finger on the tip of his nose. “I bet you’re just full of secrets.” He sat back a little, squaring his shoulders and putting on a more serious expression. “Now, before I get carried away, my fee for the night is five silver and for one extra I can throw in a bath. The room is included.” He looked Dusk up and down. “And you need one. No offense.” He tapped Dusk on the nose again. “I’m all yours if you want me. Is that to your liking?”

“I... I don’t know.”

“Do you prefer women? Rhyka? Something else? Maya is excellent with first timers and if Cyrilo is still at the bar, he’s not spoken for yet.”

“It’s don’t care about that. I’m just...”

“You’re nervous.”

Dusk sighed. “Yeah.”

He turned and looked out across the tavern. Yarick was at one table with a drink in his hand speaking to a darkly dressed woman closer to his age. She seemed very keen on what he was saying and somewhat serious, not at all flirtatious like Eiran. Tara was at another table with two younger women snuggled up on either side of her. Both were beautiful and petite. One had long blonde hair that hung loosely over her shoulders while the other had a single dark braid running down her back. On the other side of the room, Dusk saw Lex sitting at a table by himself with a drink. He was watching Eiran closely, but as he made eye contact with Dusk he turned away and motioned for Cyrilo at the bar. The Rhyka pushed himself up and walked gracefully over on the balls of his feet before slipping into the chair beside Lex.

“Well, looks like Cyrilo is spoken for now.” Eiran murmured. He grabbed Dusk by the chin and pulled his face within a few inches of his own. “Listen. I know you’re nervous, but I promise to go slow with you. Everything is on your terms.” He leaned forward and planted a small kiss on Dusk’s cheek. “Why don’t we start with the bath and see how you feel after that? It’s only a silver and if you don’t want my company, you’re free to go.”

Dusk hesitated for a moment. Eiran seemed gentle enough and honest. He couldn’t deny that his skin tingled every time the handsome man touched him. Even the weight in his lap and the arm around his shoulder was comforting in a new and strange way. He could already feel the heat rising in his cheeks with him so close. He stared into those soft amber eyes and found himself nodding.

“Okay.”

***
[image: image]


The bath water was hot and smelled like a field of blooming wildflowers as Eiran kneeled beside the tub, running a wet cloth over Dusk’s shoulders. He leaned back against the edge of the tub, closing his eyes and savoring the feeling of the cloth running gently over his skin.

“I know I probably shouldn’t ask,” Eiran said, leaning down close to Dusk’s ear. He reached down and tapped the crystal affixed to his chest. “What’s this?” Then he ran his fingers over the metal collar. “And this?”

“Both accidents,” Dusk murmured. “They’ll be gone soon.”

“I see.” Eiran pulled Dusk’s right arm up and pointed to the patches of hard white scales. “Um... not to be rude. But is this contagious?”

Dusk was growing uncomfortable with the questions. “No. It’s an old burn.”

“That’s the oddest burn I’ve ever seen. No offense,” he added quickly. “You can never be too careful when you work in a place like this. I have to stay healthy if I want to keep clients coming in.” He paused for a moment, running his fingers over Dusk’s shoulders. “You certainly don’t disappoint on being as mysterious as your name. Scars and jewelry alike.” He turned over the right arm to run the cloth over it and stopped. “Oh,” was all he said. He’d found the marking from Maxon.

“Maybe I should go,” Dusk said, pushing himself away from the side of the tub.

“You don’t have to do that. I’m sorry for being so nosy.” Eiran sat back on his heels. “Please don’t think I’m going to turn you in. More than one of the courtesans here have been in your position. You’re safe here.”

Dusk relaxed a little, but still sat away from the edge with his shoulders hunched forward. There were a few stray pieces of dark hair hanging in front of his face. It had grown quite a bit on their journey.

“I won’t ask anymore questions. I promise.” Eiran placed a gentle hand on Dusk’s shoulder and coaxed him back to the edge of the tub. “If you close your eyes, I’ll wash your hair for you too.”

Still a bit nervous, Dusk gave a stiff nod and leaned back, closing his eyes. Eiran gently soaped up his hair, massaging it through with his delicate fingers. The soothing massage soon lulled Dusk into a stupor and he got lost in the sensation, forgetting about his problems and the world around him. All he noticed were the soft movements and the heaviness of his body as Eiran spoke softly about things going on in the city. He spoke of the war and the refugees that had come. It had been good for business, but people were running out of places to stay. Eventually Eiran’s hands wandered from his scalp and began massaging his shoulders and his chest. Time slipped by and it was too soon when he felt the firm touch leave his skin.

“Alright, rinse off. Bath time is over,” Eiran said, dipping his hands into the water to remove the soap. “You don’t owe me extra for the massage,” he laughed.

Dusk leaned forward and dunked his head under the water. Eiran helped him rinse off the excess soap before he stepped out of the tub, dripping onto the cold ceramic tile floor. He turned on his heel to ask Eiran for a towel, but caught his reflection in a mirror he hadn’t noticed before. The soaking wet man standing there was not who Dusk expected. Instead of a scrawny, dirty, and unkempt shadow of a man he remembered, he saw someone else. This person was still on the skinny side, but muscular and filling out nicely. His dark hair was longer and his cheeks much less hollow with scruffy growth coming in. Dark brown eyes paired well with a gentle expression and his copper skin was glowing after the scrub down. There were still shiny scars everywhere and the crystal sat embedded in his chest, but overall it wasn’t a bad reflection. He almost couldn’t believe it. The dirty, lifeless man he’d grown so used to seeing in the water trough back at the mines was almost gone after only a couple months of traveling. If only it were so easy to wipe the memories away with food, sunshine, and fresh air.

“You’re very handsome,” Eiran said as he walked forward and wrapped a towel around Dusk’s waist. “Whatever you’re doing, it’s agreeing with you.”

Dusk felt his cheeks grow red as he turned his gaze to the floor.

“Not just because you’re a client either. I mean it.” Eiran wrapped his arms around Dusk’s waist from the back, resting his chin on his shoulder and looking at him in the mirror. “Would you like to keep me for the night?”

Dusk felt himself hesitate for a moment and then gave a small nod.

“I’ll have your things washed, you can come up to my room.” Eiran let go of him and bent down to put Dusk’s belt and bow over his shoulder. “You’ll want to keep these with you.” He jingled the coin purse with a wink. “You’re handsome, but you still have to pay.”

Eiran handed Dusk’s clothing off to a maid before they went back towards the main room of the tavern. The stairs were located near the entrance to the bath house. As they came around the corner they bumped into Yarick who had a different woman, this one rather busty and nearer to his age, hanging off one arm. Dusk quickly crossed his arms over his chest to cover the crystal.

“There you are!” Yarick called drunkenly. “I see you found somebody!”

“Yes,” Dusk dropped his gaze to the floor, feeling his cheeks flush.

“Nothing to be ashamed about my boy! It’s just human nature!” He held out a bottle made of dark glass sealed with a waxed cork. “I was gonna bring this up to you, but I couldn’t find you. Good thing you bumped into me!” He laughed at his own little joke and handed the bottle off to Eiran, swaying on the spot. “Well, you two enjoy the night and I’m going to enjoy my own with Adrianna here.” He gave her a small kiss on the cheek and headed up the stairs. “Enjoy the wine!”

“One of your friends?” Eiran asked.

Dusk was still embarrassed. “Yeah. He’s been a good friend on the road. He always keeps an eye on me.”

“If I didn’t know any better, I’d say he was your father.”

Dusk felt his heart surge at the suggestion. He didn’t really know what having a father was like. All those memories were gone. But if he had to guess, Yarick probably was the closest thing to a father he had. “I guess he kind of is.”

“Considering where you came from, I’d say that’s quite a blessing.”

“Yeah.”

“And let’s not let this blessing,” Eiran tapped on the wine bottle, “go to waste!”

***
[image: image]


An hour later Dusk lay in Eiran’s bed, sweat causing the sheets to cling to his back. Eiran lay beside him, leaning against his chest and drawing circles across his abdomen.

“Not bad for a beginner.”

Dusk couldn’t help but scoff.

“No, I mean it.” Eiran sat up on his elbow. “You’ve got good instincts.”

“I don’t know what to say.”

“A simple thank you will suffice.”

“Thank you then.”

“You’re welcome.” Eiran tapped the tip of Dusk’s nose with his finger. “Maybe we should open that wine now?”

Dusk nodded and Eiran hopped off the bed. Dusk watched as he crossed the room to grab the bottle and two glasses, admiring the sight of him. Eiran came back and plopped himself on the bed cross legged, taking the dagger from Dusk’s belt. He chipped away at the yellow wax on the seal, revealing another, much thinner layer of red wax beneath.

“They sure put enough on this,” he grunted as he continued to chip it away.

Eventually he made it through enough material that he was able to wrench the cork free from the bottle. Blowing off the excess shavings he tipped the neck down and filled their glasses.

“Where are you headed after this?” he asked, handing the glass to Dusk.

“Greencoast Port,” Dusk replied without hesitation. 

“All the way to Inahan. That’s quite a journey.” Eiran held his glass up. “Here’s to an easy journey for you and a farewell to your virginity.” 

He leaned the glass forward and clinked it with Dusk’s. Dusk couldn’t help but giggle as he put the glass to his lips. The wine was deep red and sweeter than he’d anticipated. He couldn’t remember ever having wine in his life, but the ale they’d had along the way was always bitter and somewhat stale. This however, was fruity and sweet with a light sour kick at the very end. It didn’t burn as much as the ale. He thought he could easily drink his way through the entire bottle without much help.

“Maybe you could tell me about one of your adventures,” Eiran said as he snuggled down against Dusk, their bare skin pressing together.

“I don’t have any.”

“Oh please! You must have been through something! Did you kill any monsters along the way? You’re my dark knight for the evening, humor me.”

“We killed a Grimfish on the River Sunder.”

“Tell me about that!” He took another deep draught from his wine glass.

Dusk took another drink as well, draining his glass before he set it aside on the small bedside table.

“Well we had been traveling a week south down the Dorsum Mountains from Windshear Pass. We’d been blocked by soldiers from crossing there, so we had to go south after spending a night in the ruins on the side of the mountain. There was a blizzard too.” He cleared his throat, realizing that telling a story wasn’t as easy as Lex made it sound. “Anyway, the day after we came to the river I decided to try to fish us up some dinner. Lex had just taught me how to fish and I wanted to do it again. Lex always humors me when I want to learn something. He’s going to teach me to read eventually.” A large yawn forced its way between his sentences. He shook his head and leaned back, closing his eyes to concentrate better. “I put out my line, hoping to pull in enough fish by myself and prove to Lex I could. Then I felt this hard tug on my line and I got really excited, but when Lex showed up and I turned around...” He yawned again. “There was this giant monster... on the shore.”

Dusk glanced down at Eiran. His glass was empty and his eyes shut, resting heavily on Dusk’s chest. His chest rose and fell regularly and it was obvious he was asleep. Dusk felt his own eyelids getting heavier and heavier. He leaned back against the headboard and the moment his eyes closed he slipped effortlessly into sleep.
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Dusk woke from his dreamless sleep groggy, cold, and more thirsty than he’d ever been in his life. He wanted more than anything to move off the frozen hard surface he felt under him, but he couldn’t muster enough energy to lift even his eyelids let alone stand up. He was trapped in the in-between, slipping between dreams and wakefulness seamlessly and without warning, lost in his own wandering thoughts. Many times he found himself back in the open plains, traveling with his friends. Sometimes he was alone, other times they were nearby, trudging through the snow alongside him. Then, one by one, they started to disappear. Dusk saw Tara off to his left and glanced over for only a moment before she vanished without a trace, her footprints erasing themselves from the snow. Lex followed shortly after when he turned to ask what was going on. Even Yarick and Maribel ceased to exist as the journey went on.

On and on he walked through strange ruins, over open plains, and through dense woodlands. The world was nothing but never-ending snow and cold. His fingers and toes were numb. With each step he felt himself disappearing from the world too. On the horizon was a city and he knew it was his destination though he didn’t recognize it. But no matter how far he walked it never seemed to get any closer. The snow continued to fall from the sky as the path became harder to find. Finally, alone and exhausted, he crumpled down into the snow, falling into a dreamless sleep as the cold pressed in all around him.

“Get a fire going, you moron! He’s freezing! We don’t get paid if he fucking dies!” a baritone voice shouted. “Help me move him closer.”

Dusk felt himself lifted off the ground and moved a few feet before he was dropped back on the cold hard surface. He still couldn’t move his limbs. Everything was numb with cold.

“Hurry up you idiot!” he cried again.

Within a few minutes Dusk could see a dim light beyond his eyelids that grew slowly larger. A tingling warmth began to wash over his body as the light got brighter. Voices continued around him, but he couldn’t understand what they were saying. The warmth made it possible to move his fingers slightly and he felt relieved. For a brief moment he thought he was going to die in the snow, but someone had saved him. Once again, without realizing it, he slipped back into a dreamless sleep.

Dusk felt as if he was floating. His limbs and neck were still limp, his head tilted backwards at an extreme angle. He could hear hard-soled boots tapping against a stone floor. There was some life in his body still and with concentrated effort he managed to crack open his eyelids. Above him was the bottom of a stubbly jaw, a muscled neck, and long brown hair that spilled over leather armored shoulders. He was being carried, but he didn’t recognize the man. Beyond him there was a stone wall with the occasional lit torch bracket as they continued down the hallway. There were no windows and the air smelled damp. Dusk tried to turn his head to see where they were headed, but he couldn’t find the strength.

His neck was aching as he relaxed again, hoping they wouldn’t be traveling for much longer. The man suddenly stopped and placed him sitting upright on the floor. Throwing a limp arm over his shoulder he used it to pull Dusk up and over so that he was now looking down at the floor. He cracked his eyes open once again as they started to move. Below him he could see the flagstone stairs passing by as he bounced against the man’s back. He was happy for the relief in his aching neck, but he wanted to know where they were going. The stairs seemed to turn and wind upwards as Dusk continued to watch them slide by. Before long he saw a cold light replacing the warm torches, spilling across the dark stone and bleaching it a lighter color. 

Dusk had to screw his eyes shut as he was carried out of the dim stairway and into the blinding light of the outside world. The cold air stung against his exposed skin and made his lungs seize up. He felt the goosebumps well up across his body. He had only a moment to adjust to the light before he was tossed haphazardly onto a hard wooden surface, causing him to cry out at the sudden shock.

“Oh, he’s awake. Whoops,” a man said in a deep drawl. Dusk assumed it was the one that had been carrying him.

“Can you not damage the goods? You know how much this guy is worth?” another man hissed from ahead of him. “You see that gem in his chest? That’s more money than you or I have ever gotten on a single job and he’s gonna fetch at least ten times as much.” He felt fur and wool being thrown over him. “The Circle said we’ll lose half of it if he shows up dead or damaged, so be more careful!”

“Yeah, well, he can walk himself from now on. Delicacy isn’t really my specialty.”

“That much is obvious, you oaf.”

“Look, I didn’t want this job.” Dusk felt another cold blanket tossed over him. “It was assigned to me. The last thing I wanna do is drive this gods-forsaken cart all the way to Eblesal. But here I am, doing my duty to the guild. So keep your comments to yourself and we’ll get along just fine, alright Tarnesh?”

A scoff followed along with a quiet grumble from the other man.

“Glad we understand one another.”

Dusk heard footsteps move away, becoming muffled as they drew behind him. There was lots of rustling and mumbling from the other man as he moved about their space shifting things around. Dusk kept his eyes closed and welcomed the furs and blankets draped around him. He hadn’t realized how cold he was, but now, as they began to warm up, he felt grateful. The thought struck him that he probably wouldn’t be able to enjoy it for long. He heard the creaking of wood and the jingling of metal as the floor underneath him shifted. There was a loud snap of leather and the floor shifted again. At that moment Dusk realized he was in a wagon of some sort. He could hear the clopping of hooves as the man near him took a seat once more, leaning down to shift the blankets over top of Dusk. He didn’t dare to open his eyes, not yet anyway.

The wagon slowly trundled along as Dusk thought about what was going to happen to him. These men, whoever they were, were taking him to Eblesal, his childhood home in Ditania. Even with the few glances he’d taken at the map, he knew the journey would be much longer than their trip from Windshear to Emerald Deep. Eblesal lay on the furthest eastern edge of the map, in the center of the continent. While a similar distance as the crow flies, the much safer road followed the coastline before curving north. Chances were, however, that it wouldn’t be his final destination. If the Circle of the Dawn was the one in charge of his capture, they would probably have him taken back to Alamond eventually. But what would be waiting for him in the royal city? Another gang of thugs? More swords for hire? Or maybe it would be the grandmaster himself. None of them sounded like a good option, but he’d take the others over the grandmaster in a heartbeat. Dusk could still remember his cold, shrill laugh and the way he encouraged even his own men to be killed from the other side of the mirror. It was obvious he cared for nothing in the world besides himself and that was the last person Dusk wanted to belong to.

He began to flex his fingers and toes under the heavy blankets, feeling the strength flow back into them little by little. Maybe he’d be able to run away again. He’d done it once before out of sheer luck, but now he had more experience under his belt. If he could get hold of a weapon, he’d stand a fair chance against the other two. He might even be able to pretend to be passed out long enough that he could sneak off in the night. Shifting his arm, he slowly ran his hand across his body. He’d also have to steal some clothing as he was still naked. They must have taken him directly from his room at the brothel. Dusk recalled the handsome courtesan he spent the night with. Had Eiran turned him in? It was obvious the wine had been drugged from the effects he was still feeling, but he didn’t want to believe Eiran was capable of such a thing. He’d seemed so genuine.

There was a sudden splash of cold water across his face, causing Dusk to cry out as the cart thumped over something.

“So you are awake then,” the voice belonged to Tarnesh. “I was trying to get you a drink, but the idiot driving the cart decided to hit a boulder,” he said with an exasperated sigh. “Sorry about that. Let me help you sit up a bit.”

Dusk felt himself lifted and something placed behind his head to sit him up a little higher. A rough cloth was rubbed over his face in an attempt to dry some of the freezing cold water. He blinked a couple times, the world still too bright. As his eyes adjusted he saw a thick sheet of canvas floating above and wrapping down the sides of the wooden ribs. It was cinched shut at the back, cutting out most of the harsh sunlight that seemed to penetrate deep into his brain. 

“Here, drink some of this.” Tarnesh leaned down with a water skin, bringing it close to Dusk’s lips.

He hadn’t realized how desperately thirsty he was and took a few greedy gulps before it was pulled away.

“You’ve been out for almost two days. I was starting to worry we’d be delivering a frozen corpse instead of a man.” He chuckled to himself. “Glad to see this will be a better payday than I anticipated.”

The words made Dusk uncomfortable. It truly hadn’t been that long since he’d been someone else’s property, but hearing it once again made his skin crawl. He felt the old habits and mannerisms come flying back to the forefront of his mind. “Yes sir,” he heard himself croak quietly.

“They said you’re an escaped slave from the Ronja mines. Judging by the marks on your arm, I’d say they were right.” Tarnesh reached down and pulled the blankets back up, tucking them under Dusk’s chin roughly. “You better live through this. I need that money more than you know.” He looked over his shoulder to what Dusk assumed was the other man. “I think he’s gonna pull through Gil.”

“Mmhmm,” the deep voice replied, obviously unconcerned.

“If that idiot weren’t so brawny,” Tarnesh hissed, “I’d kill him myself and take his share. The way he’s driving those horses, we won’t be done with this trip until the end of next year! You,” he turned to Dusk who was staring at him, “get some rest and make sure you drink! We need to get that poison flushed out of your body so you can be useful. There’s no freeloading, even if you are cargo.”

Tarnesh brought the water skin back to his lips once more. With a few more swallows Dusk felt himself growing sleepy once more. He hadn’t been awake for long, but somehow he felt as if all the energy had been drained from his body. The furs piled on top of him were warm and with each passing hoof beat he felt himself slipping further and further away. Eventually, when he could no longer resist, his consciousness fell away from him.

When he awoke it was dark and the cart was no longer moving. Glancing to the side he could see a warm orange glow coming from beyond the canvas liner. The breath in front of his face turned to mist in the freezing cold. He found there was some strength in his limbs and he could move about with some effort. In the dim light he spotted a chamber pot next to him and knew he couldn’t ignore the urge that had woken him. With concentrated effort he was able to lift himself slowly out of the pile of blankets and find some relief. 

Quickly he curled back up under the blankets, finding some of the residual warmth still there. The next thing he noticed was the thirst and he spotted the water skin lying atop a wooden box. He lifted it to his lips, but the contents were slushy and partially frozen. He drank as much as he could stand before slipping the cold skin under his blankets, hoping his body heat would melt more of the ice. 

As he settled back in, the silence converged around him. He didn’t think he’d ever get used to the stillness that snow and winter brought. It seemed as if every animal on the planet had disappeared forever. There wasn’t a breath of wind or the rustle of leaves, just a quiet ringing in his ears and the crackling of logs as the fire burned a few feet from the wagon.

“Why do you think the Circle wants him so badly?” Dusk heard Tarnesh ask, breaking the silence.

“How the hell should I know?” Gil replied, obviously annoyed with his traveling companion.

“They’re willing to pay so much for him alive... it just seems odd to me. He’s little more than a slave with some strange gem stuck to his skin.” Tarnesh was quiet for a moment. “What if we could get more for him?”

“Oh? You’ve had other offers?”

“No of course not, I just mean—”

“Listen Tarnesh,” Gil sighed, “I don’t want to be on this job anymore than any sensible person. But this was given to us from the guild leader herself.” He paused, letting out another sigh. “There’s no way I’m gonna betray her trust because you want to make a little more coin. If we fuck this up there won’t be any place to go back to.”

“Maybe she won’t find out.”

“She always finds out. There’s nothing in this world that Diana isn’t privy to. She’s got contacts everywhere.” Gil lowered his voice a bit. “Look, I know you’ve got problems at home and you need the money. I’m sure you already left everything we got as a down payment with them.”

“How do you know that?”

“You’re not a hard man to track, Tarnesh. I always check up on who I’m working with.” There was a long pause, the fire crackling beyond the canvas. “Let’s just do the job and do it right. I’m not gonna get killed by Diana because you’re getting greedy. You have good reasons, but screwing over the guild isn’t a good choice.”

“What’s your reason for being out here then Mr. Life-Advice?” Tarnesh scoffed.

“I owed Diana a favor and it came due.”

“A favor for what?”

“That’s a private matter between her and myself.” Gil paused for a moment. “I’ll take first watch. Sounds like our cargo is awake. Best see to him.”

There was another scoff followed by crunching through the snow. The wagon rocked slightly as Tarnesh crawled his way up and into the back, leering at Dusk.

“I’m going to sleep, which means you aren’t going to make another sound. Understand?” Tarnesh growled, leaning in towards Dusk.

“Yes sir.”

“Good. Go back to sleep.”
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But Dusk was unable to find sleep again for some time. He found himself swimming through a mire of anxieties about what lay ahead. He’d been so close to making his way to Greencoast Port. Thanks to Yarick, they’d been making great time. Emerald Deep had been nothing more than a necessary stop for the night and now he was out in the middle of nowhere with two members of some thieves’ guild, little more than a cargo load to be sold off. No matter how many times he seemed to be on the right path, the Circle was never far behind. And this time they had caught up. Somehow, against all odds, the Circle had not only found his whereabouts, but also contracted a group to capture and return him. The grandmaster must have been more powerful and well-connected than Dusk first thought. He’d been so sure they’d given him the slip when they struck out into the southern plains towards Emerald Deep. Alas, it was more difficult to escape a group of dysfunctional maniacs than Dusk had anticipated. He should have known better. Every member of the Circle he’d met so far reminded him of Maxon in some way, and that man had never lost a slave save the ones he put down himself.

The hope was quickly fading from Dusk’s mind. In Brand’s fortress he’d been in control, slowly manipulating his captors so that he could flee with Lex at a moment’s notice. In Kinallin he had Lex at his side along with the crystal. Even in Windshear Pass in the dungeon of the tower deep underground, at least his friends had been there with him. In fact, Tara was really the only reason they’d managed to escape. Without her clever distraction, Falgorin would have surely seen his plans come to fruition. 

But now Dusk was all alone. There was no friend nearby to save him, he wasn’t in control of the situation, and the collar had silenced the crystal long ago. He was naked under a pile of blankets and moments away from freezing to death should he make a run for it. There was nowhere to go and nothing that could give him an edge. As Tarnesh lay nearby under a fur blanket of his own, Dusk realized the best he could hope for was to make it to Eblesal alive and see what would happen next. 

He still couldn’t figure out why the grandmaster wanted him alive, for he couldn’t think of anyone else who would be interested in him. The crystal was what he seemed to be after, but for some reason he also wanted Dusk. He feared that the grandmaster wanted him as little more than a toy to play with. At best he just wanted the pleasure of killing Dusk himself. Or maybe, by some twisted sense of humor, they would send him back to the mines to be worked to death by Maxon for the rest of his days. Either way, Dusk knew he wasn’t worth anything to them as a person. It was obvious that his life was worth very little, if anything. For a moment along his journey he’d forgotten that he was stolen property, but being alone in the dark cold, he realized his folly.

Tarnesh snorted and rolled over in his sleep, causing Dusk to startle. Beyond the canvas the fire had grown dim. Every now and again he heard Gil shift and toss another log onto the fire, which would grow brighter within a few minutes. Dusk peered out through the small gap at the back of the wagon from his pile of blankets. Beyond he could see a long stretch of darkness with a white snow floor and a twinkling, starry ceiling. He thought he could hear the faint sound of waves far in the distance, but he knew he could be imagining it. The oppressive silence could’ve been playing tricks on his mind. Shifting to the side to get a better view, he laid his head across the furs and stared out into the sky with his misty breath rising in front of his face as he exhaled. He’d never get tired of looking at those stars. Silently he vowed to himself to watch them as much as he could before he was inevitably killed or forced back underground by his buyers.

Dusk didn’t know how long he had been watching the bright twinkling sea in the sky, but a sudden muffled cry ripped him from his dreamlike state. To his left he heard a quiet struggle taking place in the snow. There was a hissing sound from the fire, like snow had been thrown up on it. Dusk listened intently, hearing thuds and muffled groans coming from beyond the fabric wall. With one last grunt something heavy hit the ground and the world went silent once more. 

Dusk looked at Tarnesh, wondering if he should wake him up. The image of the massive white wolf breaking out of the forest came to his head. He wondered what kind of monster could be out there and if it had killed Gil already. He couldn’t hear any growling, but his heart was pounding his chest. Just as he was about to turn over to shake Tarnesh awake, he watched a figure move between the fire and the wagon. It was man-shaped. There was a fleeting sense of relief that it wasn’t a monster, but then again, he’d seen stranger things on his journey already.

Pulling the furs up to his eyes, Dusk sat absolutely still, barely keeping his eyes cracked enough to see. A man stepped around the back of the wagon, his face framed by the small gap in the canvas. It was lit only on one side, but Dusk saw the familiar top knot and a pale eye glistening in the firelight. It was Yarick.

He held up a hand, a single finger pressed to his lips. Dusk had to stop himself from crying out in sheer joy. He couldn’t believe how happy he was to see Yarick. Stifling himself, he kept the blankets tight against his face as Yarick slowly untied the cords holding the fabric tight to the cart. Without a sound he snuck into the back of the cart, crawling across the wooden floor before placing himself over Tarnesh. He pulled out a dagger just before he threw the blanket off the sleeping man and wheeled him around by the collar.

“What?! No! Don’t hurt me please!” Tarnesh cried out.

“I’m here to take him back,” Yarick growled, pressing the knife to Tarnesh’s throat.

“You can’t have him!” Tarnesh yelled, his voice gravelly from sleep. “I need him for the bounty!”

Yarick pressed the dagger harder against his throat.

“You don’t understand,” he croaked. “My little girl is sick. I need the money for a doctor... she’s going to die without it!”

“I don’t want to hear your excuses.” Yarick yanked Tarnesh up and threw him out the back of the wagon into the snow.

“Please, just let me live so I can raise the money for her! I’m all she’s got! Her mother is gone and her sister isn’t old enough to make a living!”

Yarick didn’t flinch. “Run,” he said simply.

Without so much as a glance back, Tarnesh scrambled to his feet and took off through the snow. Yarick slid himself out the back of the wagon and raised the knife high, cocking his arm back. Before Dusk could say a word the blade whipped forward and out of sight. In the distance he watched as Tarnesh slowed and crumpled to the ground dead.

Dusk felt a complicated set of emotions bombard him, but before he could begin to understand them, Yarick was at his side.

“Are you okay?” he asked, worry filling his words.

“Yeah... I’m fine I think.” Dusk replied, trying to shake away his conflicting feelings. Had Yarick just doomed a young girl to die by killing her father?

“I was so worried.” Yarick reached forward and pulled him into a hug. “I woke up to find your room empty and your courtesan dead. I didn’t know what had happened.”

Dusk felt a pang of sadness pierce him at the news of Eiran’s death, driving away all thoughts about Tarnesh’s family.

“I searched and searched until I found a secret passage out of your room. I knew the thieves guild owned the brothel, but I didn’t know why they’d want you.” Yarick still held him tight. “I had to kill a few members along the way, but finally someone mentioned a covered wagon going to Eblesal with cargo and I knew it had to be you.” He pulled away from Dusk, still holding him by the shoulders. “But what did they want you so badly for? They wouldn’t go through this much trouble just for an escaped slave, would they?”

Dusk took a deep breath and lowered the fur blanket, finally revealing the crystal set into his chest. “Because of this,” he whispered.

Yarick’s eyes grew wide as he looked down at the crystal. “Is that... what I think it is?”

“Tephyss’s Eye is the name I’ve heard,” Dusk murmured. “I found it in the mines.”

“That... explains a lot of things. Not least of which is that collar.” Yarick pulled Dusk back into a firm hug. “But it doesn’t matter. I’m just glad you’re safe.” His voice sounded choked as he continued. “All I could think of was Gian again and how I’d lost him. I couldn’t lose you too.”

Yarick pushed himself away and ran the back of his sleeve across his face. He hopped out of the back of the wagon and jogged down the road to where Tarnesh lay. For a moment he picked over the body, making sure to take his dagger back. When he came back he disappeared around the left side and Dusk heard a similar sound. Behind him the wagon rocked and he turned to see Yarick toss in a familiar pair of boots and a small bundle of clothing, the same ones Eiran had sent to be washed at the brothel. He began hitching up the two horses who seemed less than excited about their lack of sleep or feed. In less than ten minutes, he was sitting in the driver's seat with the reins between his hands, heading them back towards Emerald Deep in the dead of night. 

Dusk stayed curled up under the furs, unwilling to brave the biting cold for more than a few seconds. He pulled Tarnesh’s blanket on himself too, wrapping it around his shoulders as he leaned against one of the crates. Out of curiosity, Dusk pulled the lid off one of them to find it filled with dry goods for a long trip. He found a small bag of smoked meat and dove into it hungrily. It had been days since he’d eaten and his hunger was finally returning to him. The water skin under his blanket had grown warm and he washed it down greedily. The sudden onset of food and safety made his eyes grow heavy. Listening to the hoof beats in the snow, Dusk slid down into the furs and fell asleep at last.
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The sun was high when Dusk finally came to. The bitter chill had dissipated enough to stop his breath from misting in front of his face. He blinked a few times, letting his eyes adjust to the light, and pushed himself to a sitting position. The wagon was still bouncing along down the road and his pile of furs was warm and inviting. He turned to look at the driver and saw the familiar top knot of gray hair. His rescue hadn’t been a dream after all.

“I was wondering when you’d finally wake up,” Yarick called from over his shoulder. “Not that I blame you for getting some rest while you can. That poison probably did a number on your system.”

“Where are we?” Dusk grumbled, his voice gravelly from sleep.

“Still about half a day out from the city walls.” He leaned down and tied the reins on the foot rest and turned back to face Dusk. “We’ll have to leave the wagon before we reach the gates. The guild will certainly notice their wagon coming back to town.”

“You brought my clothes from the brothel?” Dusk asked, looking up at the pile that still sat next to him with the boots Juniper had given him what seemed like ages ago.

“I was able to grab them before I left. They were sitting outside your door all washed and ready to go. It’s how I knew you weren’t taken out the main door to the room, nothing was disturbed.”

“What about Lex and Tara?”

“We’ll find them tomorrow. I’d rather sneak you in and make sure the guild isn’t aware of your return before we go traipsing about town. You never know who might be listening or tailing your friends.”

“You think they’re being followed?” 

“If I had done a job like that, I’d make sure those friends didn’t come looking for you or get in the way.” He shook his head with a small smile. “But don’t worry. When I left they were fine. It’s you I’m worried about.” He pulled the reins back up and gave them a flick. “We’ve got a couple hours yet, so eat something and pack up whatever you want to take along. We’ll leave this wagon in a copse along the way.”

“Yes sir.”

Dusk took his time munching through a few strips of jerky before he grabbed the pile of clothing Yarick had left out for him. Along with being freshly-laundered, someone had mended the small holes in his shirt and trousers, and his boots had been cleaned and oiled to protect the leather. He pulled each article on, flinching at the cold that had gathered in the fabric. Thankfully, his own body heat soon chased the chill away and was captured with the insulation. Dusk scrambled up over the crates and sat himself next to Yarick once he was put together, and watched the city in the distance grow ever nearer. 

Before long a small wood came up on their right and Yarick drove the horses around the backside of it, pulling the wagon between a few leafless trees. He hopped down into the snow and began to unhitch the tack from the horses, leaving nothing but their halters and reins intact. Dusk tried to help as best he could, but Yarick had the advantage of knowing what he was doing. Once they were both untied, they each took one by the reins and led it back out into the open field, leaving the wagon behind in the snow.

“Do you know how to ride without a saddle?” Yarick asked, patting his horse gently.

“I’ve only ever been on Maribel when Lex was driving,” Dusk replied sheepishly. “I have no idea how to do it.”

“Well, it’s actually pretty easy.” Yarick came around to Dusk’s horse and began pointing things out. “You use the reins and your legs to steer, just pull the reins and push with your leg to the side you want to go- they move away from pressure. Give a light tap with your heels and lean up to make the horse go faster, and lean back with a little pull on the reins when you want him to stop.” Yarick smiled as he stroked the horse’s gray fur. “We’re gonna go slow, so just give him a very small kick to go.”

“What happens if I do it too hard?”

“Pull and lean back. If that doesn’t work, I’ll do my best to catch you before you fall off.” Dusk felt his face contort in panic and Yarick began to laugh. “It’s much easier than you think. Here, I’ll give you a boost.”

With a bit of help Dusk found himself sitting across the strange horse’s back. He felt the animal shift underneath him as Yarick threw himself up onto his mount just like he’d seen Lex do with Maribel.

“Are you ready?” Yarick asked.

Dusk gave him a small, unconfident nod.

“Alright. Easy does it. Be deliberate, horses respect confidence.”

With the lightest of taps, Dusk set his horse on a slow walk. He felt the body shift back and forth as the hooves hit the hard, frozen soil. The muscular shoulders rolled with each step, causing Dusk to lean from left to right. It almost threw him off balance, but he instinctively began to lean the opposite direction to offset the tilt and suddenly found the whole ordeal much more comfortable. The horse seemed calm although his rider was inexperienced and slowly Dusk got used to the feeling. They traveled for some time at a slow pace, his confidence growing with every passing minute.

“Feeling better?” Yarick called over as he leaned side to side in time with his horse.

“This... this is actually kind of fun.”

“Let's go a little faster then, yeah? There’s not much light left and I don’t want to be out here in the dark.” 

Before Dusk could answer, Yarick gave his horse another small kick and it began to trot ahead. His own steed, seeing the other leaving him behind, automatically began to speed up, trying to catch his friend. The subtle leaning motion suddenly became a disturbing bounce that Dusk thought would throw him from his seat eventually. He gripped the reins tightly, wanting to pull back on them to slow the animal down. But then he saw Yarick bouncing away and didn’t want to give up. He wanted to prove to him that he could do it. Loosening his grip slightly, he closed his eyes and studied the pattern of movement by feeling alone. Finding that if he held himself tall through his back and allowed his hips to rock, the bouncing became minimal and his fear diminished. Over a few minutes he found a pattern of movement that left him feeling in control. With another slight tap he pushed the horse ahead and came up on Yarick’s right side.

“Look at you!” Yarick beamed. “Who’d have known you’d take to being a horseman so quickly!”

Dusk could feel the burning in his cheeks, but also a swelling of pride in his chest. It felt good that Yarick was proud of him. He smiled back at him and turned forward, facing the city that was a little less than a mile away. They’d be there before the sun set.
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The inn Yarick had chosen was dingy and small, but it was one of few with a room available for the night. Dusk kept his cloak hood up as they made their way to the room, keeping his head low. Yarick had a meal brought up to their room, not wanting to risk Dusk being recognized by any of the shady customers in the tavern below. They ate quietly as Dusk was exhausted from riding. It had been a lot more work than he anticipated staying atop a horse. His body was sore all over and he couldn’t wait to crawl into bed for the night.

Yarick finished the last bite of his food and pushed himself up from the hard wooden chair. “I should let your friends know where to meet us tomorrow. I’ll be back in just a moment. Hopefully they haven’t left without us and I can find a courier.”

“Why would they leave?”

“I... I don’t know. But I overheard them talking at the brothel. They seemed eager to get going.”

Dusk was silent.

“I wouldn’t worry about it. Keep the door shut, I won’t be long.”

Dusk gave a firm nod as he turned back to the last vestiges of his meal. He used a small piece of bread to mop up the last of the gravy from his stew as Yarick left the room. He was glad to be back in a warm room with a bed again and amongst friends. It was obvious that the Circle was never going to stop looking for him as long as he had the eye. If he’d known it would have been so much trouble, he would have left it in the dragon’s skull back at the mines. His fate might have turned out differently, but being constantly pursued was wearing on his nerves. He knew so little of the world and because of his ignorance, he kept falling into the traps of others. Sometimes he even caught himself wondering if he could trust any of his companions. But they had proven themselves over and over. Or, at least he thought they had. It seemed odd that they would leave him behind, but maybe Yarick hadn’t heard the whole conversation. Still, it concerned him. 

He breathed out a long sigh, sliding his bowl to the back of the table. It didn’t matter anyway. They were almost out of Ditania and beyond the reach of the Circle. At least that was his hope. He’d figure it out in the morning.

Snuffing out the lantern, Dusk pushed himself up from the table and crossed over to his bed. He hung his cloak over the headboard and tossed a log into the fireplace. Wincing from the soreness of the long ride, he slipped between the blankets and settled his head on the pillow. Even though it was musty and lumpy, it still felt like a dream to him. His mind wandered back to Eiran and how wonderful it had been to spend the night with a warm body nearby. He felt ashamed that Eiran had paid the price for spending the night with him. If he had just chosen someone else, maybe he’d still be alive. Dusk felt his eyes sting as tears welled up at the corners.

A rush of emotions overwhelmed him suddenly. Everyone who came near him seemed to end up hurt or dead. Between the burned towns, Nine, Rami, and now Eiran, he felt as if he were a walking death sentence should anyone come too close. He caught himself wondering who would be next or if he should strike off on his own and leave the others behind. But he didn’t know where to go or how to survive. Was he willing to trade their lives for his freedom? And now Yarick had overheard them talking about leaving. Maybe their journey together was really coming to an end.

His thoughts were interrupted as Yarick came back into the room, bolting the door behind him.

“With any luck, we’ll see your friends outside the southern gate tomorrow.”

“Okay,” Dusk sighed.

“Something wrong?”

“No... just tired.”

“Get some rest kiddo.” He pulled off his cloak and draped it over a chair. “We’ll get to the monastery tomorrow and then we can rest for a couple days without worry. And we’ll get that collar off you as well, one way or another.”

“Yarick?”

“Yeah?”

“Thank you for being so good to me,” Dusk murmured. “You... you’re like the father I never had.”

Yarick turned and walked to Dusk’s bed, a large grin on his face. He leaned down and kissed Dusk on the forehead, his stubble scratchy against his skin. “I’ve thought of you as a son for a while now.”

Dusk didn’t respond. He sat looking up at him, his heart swelling in his chest.

“Get some rest.”

With a small nod Dusk pulled the blanket up close to his chin and turned to lay on his side. The smile was still painted on his face, chasing away doubt as he was lulled to sleep by the crackling logs in the fireplace.

***
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Dusk woke the next morning to the sounds of Yarick exiting the room. He tried to call out, but the door was closed before the words could form on his lips. The air was chill, although he noticed a few logs had just been added to the fire. Beyond the single window on the opposite wall, Dusk could see a bright gray light filtering into the room. The glass was frosted at the edges and he was unable to make out much more than the general grayness of the day.

Swinging his legs over the edge of the bed, Dusk pushed himself to his feet and wrapped the blanket tightly around his shoulders. He made his way over to the window, noticing the scent of baking bread in the air. It was something he’d never get tired of. He thought to himself that if he ever were to have a home of his own, it would always smell like freshly-baked bread just like Juniper’s had the first day he walked out of the forest and came upon her house. It was the smell of home to him even though he’d never lived in one. Inhaling deeply through his nostrils, he leaned his head against the cold glass, the frost melting against his skin.

When he pulled back he saw the world had gone starker white in the night. The sky seemed to have opened up, spilling the largest snowflakes Dusk had ever seen down on the unsuspecting people below. Snow was piling up on roofs, in the streets, and on top of merchant carts. He wiped away more of the frost and saw the people below slowly churning the snow to mud in the streets with each pass. The merchants fought to keep their wares clear of it while a few rambunctious children ran through the alleys tossing snowballs at one another. From his vantage it looked like a pastoral scene that someone would describe in a nostalgic story. Ordinary people milled about in their ordinary lives and Dusk was watching it all unfold from above them. He knew many of them were refugees fleeing the war. He wondered if any of them were being pursued like he was, or if there were runaway slaves with their markings carefully hidden inside their sleeves. 

The door behind him opened, startling him. He spun around to see Yarick setting a large tray down on the tiny table piled high with bread, butter, and honey. They were all of Dusk’s favorite things he’d ever eaten.

“It’s not much, but it’s all we’ll have until we get to the monastery.”

“These are my favorite,” Dusk said, making his way over. “This is perfect.”

They both took a seat at the table, Yarick allowing Dusk to help himself to the bread first.

“The snow is really coming down out there, but it’s not a blizzard thankfully.” Yarick pulled a hunk of bread from the loaf and began to smother it with butter. “We can use the horses to make the journey easier, but we’ll have to go on foot if your friends are waiting for us.”

Dusk felt his heart sink at the thought of them not being there.

“I’m sure they’ll be there,” Yarick added, as if he could read Dusk’s thoughts.

“I hope so.”

An hour later they were passing through the southern gate out of Emerald Deep on horseback. Dusk breathed a sigh of relief as they left the city behind. He wanted to explore and learn about city life, but with the thieves guild and the Circle hot on his trail, he wanted to be as far away from civilization as possible. To their right were the deep green waters of the lake and on their path was a small bridge that crossed the river connecting the lake to the ocean bay where the water turned back to its normal blue. Waves crashed against the stony shores of the inlet in the distance. Icicles formed on large rocks overhanging the water while snow gathered on their tops. The lake, however, was covered in a layer of dense fog left by snow being steamed away by the warmth sheltered in the water below. It was so thick that Dusk could no longer see the large island that lay in the center of the lake.

“It’s always like this in the winter,” Yarick said, gesturing out across the lake with a tilt of his head. “The hot springs keep the lake warm and it gets foggy on the cold days, especially when it’s snowing.”

“It reminds me of Louring,” Dusk replied timidly. 

“There’s no wisps here, so don’t worry about that.” He chuckled to himself. “I can’t guarantee a lack of monsters though. There’s a rumor that a giant serpent lives in this lake, although no one has ever proven they saw it.”

“Is that because they didn’t survive the encounter?”

“Well someone must have lived. Where would the stories come from if there were no survivors?”

Dusk couldn’t argue that logic. They made their way on, crossing the damp, misty bridge slowly to make sure their horses didn’t slip. Dusk peered over the edge where the dark water below was just visible through the fog. It was calm and looked deep. For a moment he wondered how they’d built a bridge over such a deep trench of water, but his horse skidded slightly and his attention was jerked back to the task at hand. When they came out of the fog on the other side, the first thing Dusk saw was a chestnut mare. It was Maribel. She looked slightly dejected in the snow, but as she turned to look up at Dusk in recognition, she saw the other horse he was riding. With a small snort she turned her back to him as if snubbed, but he knew what to do. He’d already nabbed a couple apples from the tavern before they’d left. She’d forgive him quickly enough.

Beside her stood Lex and Tara. Both looked worried, but smiles came to their faces as they saw him. They seemed happy to see him for people so concerned with getting their journey underway. Dusk wondered if it was just an act. They knew how little time he’d spent with people. Even he had to admit that it wouldn’t be hard to trick him into believing they were happy to see him.

“Dusk!” Lex called as they came closer. He was dragging Maribel along by the halter, pushing his way through the snow. “We were so worried about you! When we heard the courtesan was dead, we feared the worst! I’m so happy you’re okay. You aren’t hurt are you?”

“Let him take a breath,” Tara chuckled, coming up beside him. “I’m glad to see you’re alright Dusk.” The intonation in her voice seemed genuine. “I hope whoever came after you has been dealt with,” she added seriously.

“Yarick took care of them,” Dusk replied, sliding off the back of his gray horse and into the deep snow. “He found me and brought me back to Emerald Deep.”

Lex handed Dusk his bow, quiver, and the satchel he’d left behind at the brothel. “You should've told us, so we could help,” Lex growled at Yarick. “We had no idea what happened to either of you!”

Yarick stepped up to speak, but Dusk held a hand up. “You were being followed. Yarick had to come after me alone or else the thieves guild would have sent reinforcements.” Dusk met Lex’s gaze. “That’s why we had to meet out here. They don’t know I’m not on the wagon anymore or that their plan has gone awry. It had to be done.”

“We could have helped.” Lex’s shoulders drooped. “We’ve been worrying for days...”

“Yarick had it under control.”

“Well the important thing is that you’re okay,” Tara added, putting a hand on Lex’s shoulder and turning to Dusk. “And now we can get on with the journey.”

“I guess we’d better get a move on then. I know how eager you two are to get back on the road. Sorry for the hold up,” Dusk scoffed.

Dusk grabbed his horse by the reins and began to push his way through the snow, leaving the others behind. Everything Yarick had said was true. The pair of them wanted nothing more than to get this journey over with, to be rid of Dusk for good. He was starting to wonder if he really needed their help much longer.

The trip around the southern edge of the lake was a quiet one. Dusk kept ahead of the group with Yarick who had caught up to lead the way. Lex and Tara stayed a few paces behind keeping mostly to themselves, seemingly put out by his outburst. But he didn’t care. They traveled for more than half the day through the snow, following the water’s edge as they turned west towards the mountains again. The fog grew thicker as the day went on and the snow piled up. Eventually Dusk pulled himself back up on his horse to avoid having to push his way through the snow. He glanced back only once to see the other two struggling to keep up, but he found himself not caring as much as he normally would.

Come mid-afternoon, Yarick called a halt in a small stand of trees and slipped off his black horse, crunching into the almost knee-deep snow that had accumulated throughout the day. The mist was thicker than it had been all day and while Dusk could hear soft waves nearby, he couldn’t see the water itself.

“Why are we stopping?” he asked, letting the reins fall to the side.

“I promised you a trip to the hot springs.” Yarick replied, tying his horse to a nearby tree branch. “I plan to make good on that promise.”

“We don’t have to. I’m sure the others,” he gave a glance back, “want to make good time.”

Yarick came close, keeping his voice low. “Don’t let other people ruin a good thing for you. The monastery is less than an hour away now. We have plenty of time to stop and relax. You’ve had a hard few days. We could both use the time to unwind.”

“Why are we stopping?” Tara called as well when they came into view through the fog. “Something wrong?”

“Not at all,” Yarick responded with a big smile. “There are some hot springs here and I think we all need a little time to relax is all. The monastery is close by, we can burn a little daylight.”

Tara didn’t seem enthusiastic as she opened her mouth to respond, but then she shook her head and conceded. “Alright. As you wish.”

Dusk didn’t wait for the other two to tie up Maribel. Instead he followed Yarick into the mist and in less than a minute he found himself standing on the edge of a series of dark blue honeycomb-shaped pools. There were many stretching down the shoreline with tendrils of steam rising off each. The air was thick with the scent of dissolved minerals.

“Test the water before you step in and don’t touch the ones you can’t see the bottom of. Those ones will burn you. Don’t wander too far, this mist can be tricky.” 

“Yes sir.”

Yarick took a few steps, tested a pool with his hand and moved on to the next. Dusk did the same, but set off in the opposite direction. All the pools were a deep blue color, but beyond them he could see the lake itself took on more of a greenish hue. Along the edges of the pools were colorful mineral deposits on the stone, the most common being a bright mustard yellow. They were intriguing and intensely beautiful as he stepped from one pool to the next, trying to find one at the perfect temperature. After walking for a little bit, he finally found the perfect one and began to strip. He left his clothing far back from the pool, piling them on top of a large boulder that he had dusted the snow off of. Shivering in the cold, he carefully stepped across the slippery stones and into the large pool. It was hot after the blast of freezing cold air, but his body adjusted quickly until he was submerged up to his chest, finding a seat on the stone. He leaned his head back and closed his eyes, focusing on relaxing all the muscles in his body.

“Dusk?” a familiar voice muttered.

His eyes flickered open and he turned to see Lex sitting at the edge of the pool. 

“Mind if I join you?”

“Sure,” replied dismissively.

Lex removed his boots and rolled up his pant legs. He slipped just his feet into the water and swished them back and forth slowly. Dusk leaned his head back once more and closed his eyes, trying to forget that Lex was there.

“Ho–how are you doing?” Lex stuttered as if he was afraid to speak.

“Just fine.”

“That’s good to hear.” Lex was quiet for a moment. “We were really worried about you when you disappeared. They didn’t hurt you did they?”

“They didn't, thanks to Yarick. He got there before they got a chance.”

“I’m glad to hear it. I wish we could have been there to help.”

“Do you?”

“Yes.” Lex answered flatly, the annoyance clear in his voice. “Of course we wanted to be there! Yarick just up and left without a word and all we could find was your dead whore!”

“Don’t you call him that!” Dusk snapped his eyes open and glared at Lex. “Eiran didn’t deserve what happened to him.”

“What’s going on with you?” The tone in Lex’s voice was full of accusation.

“Do you really want to know?” Lex nodded to him. “Fine. Yarick seems to be the only one who actually understands what this journey means to me and the only one willing to help. You grew up rich and well connected and Tara was a lapdog to the nobility. How could either of you ever understand what it’s like to be on the run from everyone?” Lex stayed quiet, his legs no longer moving through the water. “Both of you have been untrusting to Yarick, while he continues to be my rescuer. I’ve been hunted every step of this journey and there seem to be traps around every corner. All you two seem to care about is getting this over with so you can dump me somewhere and go about your lives!”

“That’s not true.”

“Isn’t it? Tell me you’re loving this trip. That this is everything you wanted when you ran away from your cushy palace and your slaves that waited on you hand and foot.”

“Of course it’s not what I wanted!” Lex burst out. “Why would I want to be on the run from a dangerous organization of magical criminals who now know my name? I never wanted to go back, but now I no longer have the choice.”

“Rami, Nine, and Eiran are all dead because of me. I might as well be responsible for the death of your free will too.”

“This is why I don’t like Yarick,” Lex growled. “Ever since he’s come along all you do is feel bad for yourself and build this inflated sense of ego. You aren’t the only person in the world who has suffered. Yeah you were a slave and that’s bad, but there are other people in this world who have problems too. You obviously don’t care about my story, as you’ve pointed out, and you haven’t even bothered to ask Tara. That man has done nothing but try to turn you against us. I don’t trust him and I don’t like what he’s doing to you.” He gestured to Dusk. “This isn’t the person I know you to be.”

Dusk felt his anger building. Yarick treated him like a son, something he had no memory of, but still brought him great joy. Instead of being happy for him, all Lex could do was be suspicious and cruel. But then something snapped inside of him and the anger melted away. He gave one last look at Lex and leaned his head back, closing his eyes once more. Taking a deep breath in, he let a calm apathy wash over him.

“Lex,” he said simply. “Go away.”
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The last hour to the monastery was quiet and tense. Even Yarick looked as if he could feel the tension that hung in the air between them. Lex was sullen and Tara, whom Dusk could only assume had heard the whole story secondhand when Lex stormed off, seemed uncharacteristically worried. Dusk decided it wasn’t a good look on her.

The monastery came into view at the top of a small rise as the sun sank behind the mountains. A slight breeze picked up and some of the fog was shifted away to reveal a large stone building with many halls branching off of it. There were low sandstone brick walls that surrounded gardens buried under snow. The roof looked to be made of tile from what little bit stuck out at the edges. Chimneys popped up at random out of the roofs and one small belfry held a brass colored bell that stood silent. The snow around the buildings was disturbed, but no smoke rose from the chimneys and there seemed to be nobody about. For all intents and purposes, the place looked and sounded as if it had just been suddenly abandoned.

Yarick pulled his horse to a stop and leaned forward, looking out at the courtyard surrounded by stone. He held a hand up to call them to a halt without a word. Slowly he slid himself off the back of his horse and left it standing there as he walked forward, his staff held at the ready. Dusk didn’t know what was going on, but he could feel himself holding his breath waiting for Yarick to say everything was fine.

As Yarick neared the low wall there was a quiet thwish and he dove into the snow, barely dodging the arrow that disappeared harmlessly into the drift behind him. Cries rose up from inside the monastery as Dusk threw himself off his horse and ran to the wall, sliding through the powder and bumping up against the bricks. He pulled his bow off his back and nocked an arrow, ready to storm the building at Yarick’s command.

“Can you see the closest door?” Yarick cried, jerking his head toward the building.

Dusk peeked around the open gate and saw the door. He nodded back, holding his bow above the snow.

“On my signal, run as fast as you can and get inside!”

Dusk nodded again.

“Alright, ready?” Yarick paused as a new volley of arrows flew overhead. “Go!”

Together they pushed through the small gap and ran through the already-churned snow. Dusk slipped once, but they both made it through the door as they heard arrowheads bouncing off the archway with metallic clangs. Once inside they stood shoulder to shoulder, readying themselves for an ambush. They didn’t have to wait long as three leather-clad men rounded the corner at the far end of the hall. Dusk pulled his bow back, tucked a finger against the corner of his mouth, and let it loose. The arrow flew true, striking the first man in the center of the chest, a wound he surely wouldn’t recover from. One of the other men shot an arrow towards them at the same time and Yarick flipped his staff upward gracefully, breaking the arrow in half before it struck Dusk in the shoulder. While it had the desired effect of warding off a killing blow, Dusk still winced away from a shower of splinters and the fletched end of the arrow bouncing off the upper bow limb.

With a quick nod Yarick ran forward, his staff held off to the side. Dusk quickly nocked another arrow and repeated what he’d been taught. With a dull thunk he heard it hit the other archer’s shoulder before he could fire again. Yarick was a few feet to the left of him landing blows on the other ragged-looking fighter who wielded a curved blade. Yarick wasted little time disarming him and with a sharp crack the man fell, the white of his skull showing where the hard wooden staff had split his skin. Dusk glanced back to see the second archer pulling back another arrow, ignoring the wound to his shoulder. Before he could release it Yarick grabbed the curved blade and threw it. The blade rotated once before it sank into his side, the arrow releasing and going wide to stick into the exposed wooden beams that held up the roof.

“Be ready! There will be more!” Yarick called, throwing himself behind a small black statue of a dragon at the front of the room. 

Dusk followed suit and ducked down behind a table. Just as he pulled another arrow from his quiver, footsteps came echoing down the hallway before another five men stormed into the room. From under the table he watched as they stopped and gazed at their fallen comrades.

“Keep your eyes open! They’re here somewhere!” the largest in the center growled to the others. His hair was greasy and his skin coated in grime under his tattered clothing. There was fresh blood splattered across his chest. He saw the door hanging open at the other end of the room and nodded to the others, pointing at it with his sword. 

Before any of them could take a step Yarick appeared from behind the statue and dispatched two of them with quick successive strikes. At the same time, Dusk popped up from behind the table and sank an arrow between the eyes of the man on the left with the dusty blue cloak. Before Dusk could release another he felt a sharp pain in his right thigh and crumpled to the ground, crying out as he dropped his bow. He looked down to see a dagger plunged to the hilt through his breeches.

“Dusk!” he heard Yarick call out.

There was one more sharp smack as Yarick ran forward, but before he could get past the greasy leader struck him in the forehead with a backwards swing of his pommel. Yarick fell to the ground, his staff clattering across the flagstones and out of his reach. The man caught him in a choke hold and lifted him off the ground, his bloodstained blade held across Yarick’s throat.

Dusk grabbed his bow and nocked an arrow, tucking his index finger in the corner of his mouth once more.

“Don’t be foolish, boy,” the man laughed, moving Yarick a little more in front of him like a human shield. “Just put your weapons down and I’ll let you and your friend live.”

“Shoot him!” Yarick choked as the arm squeezed his neck harder.

“If you hit your friend, he could die. Or I could flinch and spill all the blood in his body,” the man said nonchalantly. “Just put it down and we’ll talk.”

Dusk felt his resolve waiver, but the look in Yarick’s eyes kept his arm locked where it was. He took a deep breath in, watching Yarick’s eyes flick downwards. With an almost imperceptible nod, Dusk let out half the breath and aimed. He let the arrow loose just as Yarick yanked himself downwards. He couldn’t pull from the man’s grasp, but it was enough of an opening for the arrow to sink into the leader’s right eye and burst out the back of his skull. He went limp, dead before he hit the ground.

Yarick sat on his hands and knees, coughing with a hand grasping at his throat. Dusk threw his bow to the ground and limped over to him, the dagger still buried in his thigh.

“Are you okay, Yarick?” he gasped, falling down beside him with his leg stuck out at an odd angle.

“Y–yes,” he gasped. “That w–was a re–really good shot.” He continued to cough.

Dusk felt his pride swell even though he was in a lot of pain. “Let’s not try it again. Just in case.” He hissed through his teeth as he pulled his leg closer. Wrapping his hands around the hilt of the dagger he cried out as it shifted slightly. “I don’t know if I can pull this out.”

“Just wait. Let’s get s–some cloth first to stop the bleeding.”

Just then Lex and Tara burst through the front door, blades brandished.

“Where are they?” Tara growled, holding her great sword with one hand and a look of fury in her eyes.

Dusk waved her off. “We took care of it.”

“All by yourselves?” Lex asked, a look of surprise on his face. Before Dusk could answer Lex rushed to his side. “Let me help with this.”

“Yarick can take care—”

“So can I!” Lex yelled in Dusk’s face. A look of realization spread across his face, followed by anger. “Fine.”

With that he stood up and walked back out the front door into the snow. Tara looked between the two of them, looking as if she wanted to say something.

“Get me some clean cloth will you? It’s in the bag on my horse, the black one,” Yarick asked her, his voice still husky from coughing.

With a quick nod she ran back out the door only to return a moment later with one of his saddlebags. She dropped it next to him and began to walk away, before turning on her heel and coming right back. She squatted down next to Dusk and stuck a finger in his face.

“I don’t know what your problem is, but that man out there,” she pointed beyond the door to the outside, “wants nothing more than to see you safely to Greencoast. In fact he wants that more than he cares for himself. Maybe you should think about that before you start being a raging asshole every chance you get. You’re acting like a child. You’re better than that.”

“Yeah, says the drunk we picked up on the side of the road.”

Tara’s face went from anger to absolute fury as she reeled back, her fist held high ready to break Dusk’s nose. He didn’t react to her. He had learned not to flinch long ago. She held her fist there a moment, breathing heavily before dropping it back to her side. A deep sigh escaped her lips as her shoulders drooped. 

“If you keep this up,” she said quietly, “you’re going to end up all alone.” She stood back up and made her way across the room, following Lex back outside.

Dusk scoffed, turning his head away from her. “Better off alone than with people who think I’m a burden or some charity case.”

“Maybe this is inappropriate, but I’m proud of you for standing up for yourself. You’re right, you deserve better,” Yarick said quietly once Tara was gone. “Now bite down on this.” He held out a small piece of thick leather. “This is going to hurt, really fucking bad.”

***
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An hour later Yarick had managed to stitch up Dusk’s leg and bandage it properly. It had been an excruciating ordeal, but it couldn’t be helped. Afterwards the four of them managed to work together to clear out the main level of the monastery, making sure there were no more surprises. Tara only found one other man passed out drunk at the base of the belfry. She dispatched him without ever disturbing his dreams.

Yarick called them all together and led them to the kitchens. The room was filled with abandoned pans and kettles and stone cold charcoal in the fireplaces. There was still stew frozen in a couple of the pots as Dusk walked by. It looked as if they had been ambushed halfway through preparing a meal. On one cutting board a knife still lay next to a frosted chunk of meat, the blood creating an icy pool on the bench next to it. Yarick led them through the room to two sets of stairs, one going up and one going down. He pulled a torch out of a sconce and lit it with a tinderbox near the cold fireplace.

“I’ve already searched the bedchambers upstairs, but below is the dungeon and the library,” he muttered, coming back over to them. “The bookshelves would make an ideal place to hide and ambush anyone coming down. Keep your guard up.”

All of them nodded in turn except for Lex who kept to the back of the group, looking sullen and cross.

“Follow me.”

Dusk was close behind Yarick as he descended the stairs, the torch held aloft to light their way to the bottom landing. Yarick was the first to step through the archway and into the dark room beyond. Dusk heard him gasp as he stopped and lowered the torch a bit, his shoulders drooping. All around were books and papers strewn about. Low tables were overturned and bookshelves tipped on their sides, their contents spilled across the floor. 

“What have they done?” Yarick growled, turning about on the spot. “Why would they do this? What’s the point of destroying the books?”

Dusk looked down at his feet, he was standing on a piece of loose paper. He stepped back and leaned down to pick it up. In the dim light he could see strange symbols and markings drawn all over it that reminded him of the book he’d taken from Falgorin. He understood none of it, but he could see how much the scene disturbed Yarick. He bent down again and began to collect a few papers and stray books. He was glad to see them dry and mostly undamaged even though they had been torn from their books. Piling them gently on an upright chair he turned back to Yarick who was still scanning the room.

“Don’t worry. It can be cleaned up,” Dusk tried to reassure him. “I don’t think there’s anyone in here. Looks like we cleaned the place out.”

Yarick seemed to snap out of his stupor. “Follow me. We still have to check the dungeon. The order only uses it for storage, but it’s a hiding place nonetheless.”

Lex and Tara came up behind them, standing at the bottom of the stairway with their own torch. Dusk held up a hand to make the pair stay and keep watch. He followed closely behind Yarick as they crossed the room and passed through another heavy door that was standing open. There was another staircase leading downwards. It looked as if it hadn’t been used for a long time, but even in the dim light Dusk could see the fresh drag marks through the years of dust that had accumulated. Here and there the torchlight caught something shiny and wet on the ground.

The landing below was cold, damp soil with gravel strewn over it. The hallway split forward and left from there. Off to the left was a mostly-empty hallway that ended in a stone wall. There was nothing there except a wooden bench and an overturned stool. Yarick ignored the dead end and began to walk forward with Dusk following close behind. A few more paces and the hallway opened into a square chamber with iron cells lining the walls. There, locked inside, were many injured, robed men clutching the iron bars. They seemed to recognize Yarick and a wave of relief rushed across many of their faces.

“Yarick!” one of the men called out, reaching his hand through the bars.

Yarick rushed forward and clasped him by the forearm. “Kaden! It’s good to see you alive!” He let go of the man’s hand and stepped back, handing the torch to Dusk to hold. “Let me get you out of there.” 

Yarick reached into his cloak and pulled out a set of lock-picks Dusk didn’t know he had. He pushed the pick into the lock and used a second to try to get the lock to turn. After a moment of fiddling with it, Dusk heard a metallic snap and the pick broke in half and clattered to the floor.

“Dammit!” Yarick hissed. “We’ll have to break them down somehow.”

“Please be quick,” Kaden replied softly. “Some of the others are in desperate need of medical attention.”

“Let me see what I can find.” Yarick turned around, jogging back through the room.

“Wait,” Dusk called out, remembering the key on his belt. It was a good thing Yarick had found his clothing at the brothel. “I forgot I had this.”

Yarick stopped in his tracks and came back to Dusk. He took the torch and held it high as Dusk stepped towards the cell door. With a quick glance up to Kaden he produced the key he’d taken from Falgorin’s office. It had been there ever since their escape, but they’d had no use for it in the bog or the open plains, so he’d forgotten about it. He studied the key for a moment, tracing the intricate glowing runes with his eyes. Kaden’s eyes grew wide as he glanced down.

“Where did you get such a thing?” he asked quietly.

“Have you seen it before?”

“No, but the runes very plainly say what it is. It’s a skeleton key, but not in the normal sense.”

Dusk couldn’t believe anyone beyond the Circle of the Dawn could read the markings on the key. Yarick hadn’t been kidding when he said the order was dedicated to magical texts. He felt the last vestiges of doubt leave his mind. If anyone could figure out how to take his collar off, it would be Yarick and his people.

With a nod Dusk slid the key into the lock and turned it clockwise. The lock resisted, as if rusted, but as he felt the key solidify he gave it a sharp twist and broke free. The cell door swung outward and Kaden stepped out, throwing his arms around Yarick. They embraced for a moment before he turned to Dusk.

“Please,” he said with some desperation. “Please help my brothers.”
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“Somehow we managed to lose only two brothers in the ambush,” Kaden sighed, his head resting in the palms of his hands. “It seems like an odd thing to count as a blessing, but it could have been a lot worse.”

“How did this even happen?” Yarick asked, placing a hand on Kaden’s back as he leaned over the table. “There are some very capable warriors among you.”

Dusk looked between the pair of them. Over the last few hours they’d freed the brothers of the monastery and began to put things back in order. Two bodies had been moved to another building, which Dusk assumed was where the dead were kept in winter when there was no way to bury them. When everything seemed to have calmed down, Yarick had shown them to the dormitory to take a room. Even with all the brothers freed, most of the rooms remained empty.

“They came in the night,” Kaden replied, his face still buried in his palms. “We were preparing the evening meal in the kitchens and before we knew it, we were surrounded by men with bows and swords.” He gave a loud sigh. “You know how much the order has been shrinking as of late. Young people don’t want to join us and those whom we do take in have the freedom to leave at any time. And they do. It wasn’t difficult to wait until meal time and surround us like cattle in one room.” He slammed one of his fists down on the table. “That’s my stupid mistake! I should have known better!”

“Kaden, the order has seen nothing but peace for decades.” Yarick sat down beside Kaden and placed his hand over the other man’s fist. “There was no reason for you to be worried.”

“It was foolish! And careless!” Kaden growled back. “It won’t happen again!”

“What were they after?”

“Once they locked us all up they just started ransacking the place. We had to sit by and listen as the books were torn from their shelves. Every ripped page broke a piece of my heart as I sat in that cell, unable to do anything.” He took a deep breath and released it slowly, shuddering slightly. “But they finally came back down to us when they didn’t find what they were looking for. Then their leader introduced himself as Samuel, the captain of a slave trading ship in Emerald Deep. It seems they got some information that we were harboring a runaway slave that was quite valuable to someone in Eblesal.”

Dusk sucked in a breath through his teeth. They’d been looking for him.

“When I told him there was no one here they killed Jacquard and then Morgan, pressing me for information as they slowly tortured them to death. But I couldn’t give them what they wanted, so the captain told me he’d wait and they proceeded to destroy as much of the monastery as possible while we sat helpless below, licking our wounds.”

“There was nothing you could have done to change it,” Yarick cooed, patting Kaden’s hand. “You kept most of the order alive. That is something to be proud of.”

“I—” Dusk began to say.

“Dusk, will you leave us for now?” Yarick asked kindly, cutting him off. “I need a little time with Kaden alone.

With a stiff nod Dusk turned on his heel and marched out of the chamber, closing the door behind him. Once in the hallway he took a deep breath and leaned against the wall, blowing it out through his lips. It was his fault again that good people suffered and died. He felt tears come to his eyes as he stared up at the ceiling. He needed to get away from people. Inahan was just on the other side of the mountains. With his newly acquired horse he was sure he could eventually find his way there. No more people needed to die because of him, especially innocent people like the order, or people he cared about. It hurt him to think of leaving without telling Yarick, but he had to. There was nothing else to be done.

Dusk made his way down the hall to his room and pulled the door open. He stepped inside, turning his back to the room as he shut the door. Leaning his head against the cold wood he sobbed. Everything he’d gained was about to be left behind, but he knew he had to do it. For their safety he had to make this journey alone.

It took him more than a half-hour to regain his composure, but in that time he’d managed to collect all his things and sit them at the end of his bed. Bleary eyed, but no longer crying, he began to throw his cloak over his shoulders and strap on his bag. He picked up the bow and headed towards the door, but just as he reached for the handle he heard a knock on the other side.

“Dusk? Are you in there?” Kaden’s voice called.

Dusk stood still, wondering what he should do. Before he could step away, the latch lifted and the door swung inwards. He stepped back quickly to get out of the way and came face-to-face with Kaden as he entered the room. The man stood there for a moment in his gray robes, looking Dusk up and down. When nobody said anything he took another step forward.

“Going somewhere?” he asked politely, meeting Dusk’s gaze.

“I–I need to go.”

“Yarick said you were on a journey of your own to escape from this land.” Kaden’s eyes rested on the metal collar around his neck. “But he also said you were in need of some help.” He gestured to the collar. “May I take a look?”

“I really need to go. I can’t stay here any longer.”

“Why not?”

“Because—” Dusk faltered, dropping his gaze to the floor. “Because I’m being hunted and you are all in danger so long as I’m here. I need to do this alone. It’s my fault all this happened.”

“Please, take a seat with me.” Kaden gestured to the nearby table with a single book in the center of it. 

Begrudgingly Dusk slipped his bow and pack off, dropping them on the bed. He left his cloak on as he sat down on a hard wooden stool. Kaden took a seat across from him, gently resting his arms on the surface and lacing his fingers together.

“I know you overheard why the traders came here. I suspected that you would blame yourself for the damage that has befallen the order.” Dusk’s head drooped even further. “And that’s what I was afraid of. Well, let me be the first to tell you that you are actually our savior. Without you helping Yarick when you did and making your way to us, we would have all died slow agonizing deaths in the cells below.” He reached across and tipped Dusk’s head up by the chin. “You saved us.”

“I’m the reason you were attacked!” Dusk blurted out, tears forming once again. “Everyone I get near is killed or has their lives ruined. Two towns have been burned and many people have lost their lives because of me.”

“Did you kill them?”

“No, of course not.”

“Then they are not your burden to carry.” He sighed and laced his fingers back together. “You can’t blame yourself for the actions of others, whether the results were good or bad. Those men could have gone after you and you alone, but instead they decided to kill anyone that happened to be in their path. I’m sure you didn’t light the fires at those towns or hurt anyone along the way that didn’t threaten your life. You are only responsible for your own actions.”

“But I don’t want anyone else to get hurt.”

“This is a harsh truth, but the world we live in is dangerous and full of premature death. Neither I nor the rest of the order want to see anyone harmed, but still it happens. I’m sure you saw me blaming myself back there with Yarick, just as you are doing now with me.” He leaned in a bit closer. “And I’ll tell you a secret, Yarick just had this same talk with me. It turns out it’s easier to tell others than to follow this advice yourself.”

Dusk was quiet, his head having turned back towards the wood grain in the table.

“Please reconsider. At the very least, the order and I want to repay you. We want to remove these binds from you.” He gestured to the collar. “It would be our pleasure to send you towards your freedom without this burden.”

“Are you sure you can take it off?”

“We’re the Order of the Crystal Moon. If we can’t do it, nobody can.” Kaden leaned back in his seat, resting his hands across his chest. “The library will take a few days to clean up and reorganize. Once we salvage all that we can, I will have every available brother searching for the answer to your collar. The runes on it should give us some clue where to start.” He paused for a moment, waiting for Dusk’s reaction. “At the very least consider staying so Yarick can have a son again, if only just a little while.” Dusk glanced up, surprised by what he was hearing. “He speaks so highly of you and you seem close. Gian was one of my best students and he was taken away from us too soon. Yarick has never really been the same. So if not for yourself, stay for him. Even if it’s only temporary.”

Dusk nodded slowly, leaning onto the table and burying his face in his hands. With a deep breath he sighed, “I’ll stay.”

“I’m glad to hear it.” Dusk could hear the smile in Kaden’s voice. “I know it’s growing late, but why don’t you come down to the kitchens? A few of the brothers have started cooking and they could use a hand.”

“I’ve never cooked,” Dusk replied. “I don’t think I’ll be much help.”

He heard the chair slide across the stone floor as Kaden stood up. There was a gentle hand placed on his shoulder. “Well then, there’s never been a better time to learn. This order is about knowledge and if I may be frank, it might be a good place for you, considering your background. Or a distraction at the very least.” He waited for a moment, then gave a soft pat. “I’ll tell the brothers to expect you in fifteen minutes. Put your things away and come down. It’s time you met people other than Yarick or your companions.”

With that Kaden stepped out of the room, pulling the door closed on squealing hinges. Dusk stayed with his head in his palms for a couple more minutes, focusing on his breath moving in and out of his nostrils. He felt his chest flutter at the thought of joining strangers in a proper kitchen, something he’d never even seen until earlier that day. For some reason Yarick and Kaden wanted him to stay. He didn’t understand why they wanted to help him so badly or why they would risk being attacked again. Although trouble seemed to follow him, so did the kindness of strangers. He thought of Juniper the most, but also remembered the tavern owners along the way and especially Eiran. For a brief moment he thought of Lex and Tara, but that feeling of gratitude was quickly replaced by annoyance and anger.

He pushed himself away from the table and to his feet. He’d rather be making a fool of himself in the kitchen than think about how his companions were quickly falling out of friendship with him. Kicking his bag under the bed, he tossed the cloak and bow on the mattress and headed for the door. The kitchen was at the base of the stairwell since all the rooms were on the second floor directly above them. When he reached the bottom of the stairs he could see three other men in gray robes moving about the room. One was filleting fish while another kneaded a large ball of dough. The third was chopping vegetables on a large stained wooden board that sat on a waist-high table. Dusk stood in the doorway for a moment, watching them until the one chopping the vegetables looked up.

“You must be Dusk,” he said cheerfully, putting down his knife and wiping his hands on his apron. He walked over and thrust out his hand. “My name is Dak.” Dusk shook his hand lightly, even timidly. “First I want to say how grateful I am to you and your companions. Thank you so much for saving us.” Dak gave a genuine smile, but Dusk was focused on the large bruise that had formed under his left eye. “I’d hate to think what would have happened if you hadn’t come along. But I don’t want to.” He grabbed Dusk by the arm. “Come on, you can help us out.”

Dak stationed him on the other side of the table. There was another board, a large knife, and a few root vegetables that Dusk had never seen before. Dak immediately began to chop once more, his eyes turned downwards. Dusk studied him for a moment. He was thin with dark brown hair and wore the same gray robes as the others. He seemed pale, but Dusk thought it was probably from the time spent in the underground library. Glancing around at the others he saw they all had a similar pale complexion even though one of them was darker-skinned. 

“Do you spend a lot of time with the books?” Dusk asked, picking up his knife. He didn’t know what else to talk about.

“Almost all of it actually. The preservation of ancient texts is a full time job.” Dak laughed to himself. “If we aren’t sewing books back together, we’re rewriting them all by hand because the old copy is damaged beyond repair. Most of us here are scribes and with Yarick so good at finding things, we don’t get any time off.”

Dusk picked up one of the vegetables and sat it on the board. It was large and white at the base, but the stalks coming off it quickly turned green before they burst into fluffy cloud-like sprays. It smelled oddly sweet and spicy. He lifted the knife, but thought better of it and put it back down.

“I don’t mean to be a bother... but I don’t know what to do with this.”

“Just chop it up like you normally would,” Dak replied cheerfully. 

Dusk sighed. This was the moment he was dreading. “I... I’ve never been in a kitchen before or cooked. I don’t even know what this is.” He gestured down to the odd vegetable. “I’m not sure if I like the smell of it either.”

Dak gave a big belly laugh, putting his knife on the table. “Why didn’t you say so? Here, I’ll show you.” He came around to the other side of the table and stood behind Dusk. Taking Dusk’s hand with the knife and using the other to steady the vegetable, he began to chop, showing Dusk how to do it. “See, your index finger needs to be here curled over the top of the blade and your thumb gives the pressure on the opposite side. There you go, just like that. That way you have more control over the knife and don’t cut yourself.” He laughed again. “You’ve got this, you’re a natural! Remember, it’s all in the wrist! As for this smelly thing.” He gestured to the root. “This is called fennel and believe it or not, they make candy from it that tastes just like it smells.”

Dusk wrinkled his nose. “Who would want that?”

“I don’t like it either, but I can promise you that the flavor cooks out of the root. It’s the seeds and flowers that have that intense scent.” Dak let go of Dusk’s hand and stepped back to his own side of the table. “Just take the stalks off a little above the root and chop it up like I’m doing to these turnips.”

Dak spent a few moments coaching Dusk on how to cube the hard root. He showed him how to remove the inedible parts from a few more vegetables before they were done. They tipped all their hard work into a large stew pot just as the bread dough went into the oven on the other side of the room. Together they slowly added ingredients, including the fish, and Dak let Dusk taste test along with him, asking for his opinion on what it needed to make it more palatable. Dusk knew he was little help in that department as even the blandest foods tasted gourmet to him. He’d lived on nothing but gruel and wild game roasted over a fire for the most part with a few good meals purchased between. Even so, by the time Dak had finished the stew and declared it done, Dusk was sure it was the most scrumptious thing he’d ever tasted. 

Together they brought the massive pot to the dining hall on the other side of the wall and placed it at the head of the table. The others had done their best to salvage benches and cutlery, but it was obvious that a few pieces were missing. Everything was mismatched and scattered, but functional. Dusk’s mouth was already watering at the smell of the stew, but when large loaves of steaming bread, dishes of creamy butter, and small pots of honey were added to the table, he was practically drowning.

The order filed in behind them along with Lex, Tara, and Yarick. There were at least half a dozen that had survived the attack, but more than one was limping as they came up to the table. Kaden sat at the opposite end while Yarick took a seat next to Dusk. Kaden waited for everyone to be seated before he stood up once more and held his hands up to silence them.

“I know we’ve had a tough go of it, my brothers, and we’ve lost some along the way.” There were a few heads that nodded and others that hung low. “But I want to thank our saviors and give them our deepest gratitude for what they have done for us. If not for them, we’d be locked up still.” He reached down and picked up his cup that Dusk assumed had been filled already. The others followed suit. “To Dusk and his companions!”

There was a resounding huzzah as the brothers tipped their drinks to their lips. Dusk felt the swelling in his chest again. It was the first time he’d ever been celebrated.

Bowls were passed down the table before they were filled by Dak and made their way back up the opposite side. Dusk helped and when everyone had their meal he took a seat next to Yarick who was already cutting him a slice of fresh bread.

“Looks like you’re a bit of a celebrity,” he chuckled, handing the thick slice to Dusk.

Dusk blushed. “You did most of it.”

“If it weren’t for you,” Yarick leaned in, “that captain would have killed me. You’re the only reason I’m here.” He reached out and ruffled Dusk’s hair. “And for that, I’m going to give you a gift.”

“What’s that?” Dusk asked, spreading a large helping of butter on his bread.

“I’m going to teach you to read.”

Dusk pulled the bread away from his face that he was just about to bite into. “Really?”

“Of course.” Yarick lifted his bowl off the table. “If you stick around long enough, I can even teach you to read runes.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“Oh please, I want to do it.” He lowered his voice a bit. “This is a very safe place. Obviously we run into issues once in a while, but for the most part, nobody knows we’re here.” He leaned in closer. “If you wanted to, you could spend the winter here with us. It’s not Inahan, but it’s a warm bed and a full belly until spring when the road will be easier.”

“You’d really let me stay?”

“You have to carry your fair share of the work, but yes. Kaden and I would like you to stay. Who knows? Maybe you’ll even want to join the order and come on adventures with me.”

Dusk beamed at Yarick, his food forgotten. It seemed he might actually have a chance at getting a real family, something he’d never dreamed of finding on his journey to freedom. He didn’t even think of what Lex and Tara would have to say about the offer.
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It was a week before the library had been completely put back together. During that time Dusk had been spending all his waking moments in the kitchens with his new friend Dak or learning from Yarick in one of the spare rooms upstairs. The days were filled with working for the order or learning and copying letters onto a piece of paper. At first the quill had been hard to handle and the ink seemed to always be on his fingers or smeared across the page. But as he continued to practice with Yarick’s instruction, he learned all the letters and had begun to write a few of his first words. Each day Yarick brought up a new book from the library and gave it to Dusk. It was slow progress, but after the first few days it seemed to become easier and easier. By the end of the week Dusk found himself reading a large number of short words without help. He knew what the letters sounded like and most of the time his guesses were fairly close.

It felt as if a new portion of his brain had been activated. Suddenly he found himself attempting to read every odd slip of paper he could find in the monastery. He even went through his entire bag to try to find if there were any engravings or written messages on his items, weapons, or coins. He found very little except for Falgorin’s book. After he started reading his first words, he laid awake each night for hours pouring over the book. The majority of it was hand drawn symbols and runes with complicated charts. However, he did find that portions of it were written in the language Yarick was teaching him. He’d asked where the language had come from, but Yarick said it was a dialect of Alamondian that had been slowly adapted over the centuries. He said that almost every person in Inahan or Ditania spoke it, so it was the obvious first choice for Dusk to learn to read since it was his native language.

There was little that Dusk could discern from the book, the majority of the words being ones he didn’t know yet, but still he continued to peruse it religiously. He was disappointed to find that the page with the illustration of the collar was written almost entirely in runes. There was one thing written in his own language at the top of the page. It simply said ‘Collar of Obstruction’. Dusk had asked Yarick what obstruction meant only to find out it was a fancy word for a blockage or something that stops something else. It was obvious and unhelpful to his plight, but he continued to read anyway, hoping he’d find some clue to release the collar first and present it to Yarick. He was eager to make Yarick proud and prove what he could do. Removing the collar without anyone's help seemed like a good way to impress them all, but it seemed the more he read, the more he was sure he’d need the order’s help to remove the collar.

After finishing the book for the third time, Dusk finally decided that he’d have to show it to Yarick and Kaden. He had a feeling Kaden would be able to read it easily since he already knew the runes on the collar. He hoped that there would be some clue as to how to take the blasted thing off. It was the best he could hope for.

As he made his way through the hallways to the library to find Yarick he crossed paths with Lex, who he realized he hadn’t spoken to in a few days. He slowed down as Lex approached, but when Lex showed no signs of stopping he turned his head upward and continued on. Dusk knew he was probably still upset about their fight at the hot springs, but he was finding it easier and easier to not care about it. He’d spoken to Yarick about it more than once and Yarick assured him he was right to be upset with his companions. They treated him like an inconvenience and he was growing tired of it. Now they refused to even talk to him. He wondered why they didn’t just leave.

Before he knew it, his feet had carried him to the bottom of the spiral staircase. He stared out into the library that was mostly put back together. The bookshelves had been repaired as best they could be and the tables were upright once more. All the books and papers had been removed from the floor and the fireplace lit once more to keep everything warm and dry. There was one table full of torn and shredded books that were slowly being stitched back together or rewritten into new tomes. Yarick sat at another table, pouring over a small pile of books. Dusk assumed it was to find a way to take off the collar. He made his way over to the table and pulled out a chair, sitting across from him.

“Anything jumping out at you?” Dusk asked, placing Falgorin’s book on his lap and pulling another closer to him. 

“Not really,” Yarick sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. “I’m trying to find some reference to a collar anywhere, but I’m not finding it. The runes etched into it just tell us what it does, but not how it was made. We know it stops the eye from reaching your brain, effectively cutting off the communication. I just don’t know how to get rid of it.”

Dusk flipped through a couple of pages, not seeing anything particularly interesting. “I have something that might help.” He pulled the book out from under the table and slid it over to Yarick. “I know I didn’t tell you before, but I think it’s time I told you who’s really after me.” He slid the book across the table, flipping it open to the page with the collar. “The Circle of the Dawn has been chasing me for a while.”

“What?” Yarick gasped, clearly shaken. “Is that why the guild wanted you?”

“They want to take me to Alamond and present me to the grandmaster, or at least that’s what I think they were doing. They never really said who I was for, but I can’t think of anyone else.” He leaned back in his chair, sighing. “More than a month ago we tried to cross the mountains at Windshear Pass and we were captured by the Circle. Their commander, Falgorin, was killed by Tara, but not before we saw the grandmaster in a giant mirror speaking to us from who knows where.”

“Grandmaster Tiernan wants you? Why?”

“He knows I have the crystal.”

“But he could just take the crystal. Why go through all the trouble to get you alive?”

“I... I don’t know.” Dusk shook his head. “But Falgorin summoned this book in front of us. It seems like it’s what he used to create the collar. Maybe it will help.”

Yarick looked over the page for a moment, then back to Dusk. “This is a bit beyond my comprehension, let me talk to Kaden about it and see what we can find out.” He pushed his chair away from the table and stood up. “Will you wait here?”

“Yes sir.”

“That’s my boy. I’ll be back soon.”

With that he rushed away up the stairs and out of sight. Dusk pulled a few of the books closer and began to read through them slowly. He was still having trouble with some of the words, but from what he could gather it seemed like most of the books had to do with the history of the world. A lot of them referenced magic and how it was used over a thousand years ago. There was one particular excerpt that talked about how magical blood had spread throughout the population. At first the dragons had given their gifts to only a few, but over the centuries the abilities had spread throughout most of the people in the world making magical accidents very common. It went on to say that the dragons also gave additional gifts to special people later on before the fall of Alamond. There were mentions of abilities given to the three kings of Alamond to be passed down their lineage, but before Dusk could read what it was, Yarick was rushing back at his side with Kaden in tow.

“I think we figured it out!” Yarick laughed, patting Dusk on the back. “This was the piece we needed!”

“Before we get too far ahead, there are a few things I need to ask you, Dusk,” Kaden said calmly, taking a seat at his side. “First I need your permission to let the brothers know you have Tephyss’s Eye and of your history as a slave.”

“That should be fine,” Dusk said confidently. He trusted Yarick’s friends almost as much as he did Yarick.

“Thank you. The second is that we’ll need to perform a surgery on you.” Before Dusk could respond Kaden held his hand up. “According to your book, the only way to remove the collar is to remove its target. That means the crystal will need to be removed. It was designed well. There is no way to take it off, magical or otherwise, without taking the crystal first.”

Dusk reached up and ran his fingers over the cold metal. The skin was chafed and raw from where the collar rubbed against it. 

“We wouldn’t request such a thing if there was another option, but there isn’t. We could chop your head off, I suppose, but that wouldn’t help anyone.” Kaden laced his fingers on the table in front of him. “It’s up to you of course, but I can assure you we have two very skilled healers here. You already know Dak, who is one of them. They would be removing the crystal from you. And, once it's removed, obviously it will be yours to keep.”

“It wouldn’t be better kept here, in the library with the order?” Dusk asked, surprised.

“My dear boy, the last thing I want in this monastery is a target for the Circle of the Dawn and Grandmaster Tiernan. No, you must take it with you I’m afraid. It belongs to you. I think it was destined for you to find.” He leaned back in his chair. “Take some time to think about it and talk it over with your companions. It’s a big decision.”

Dusk pushed himself up from the table, staring at them both.

“I have one last request,” Kaden added. “If we do this for you, I’d like you to donate this book to our library.” He gently handed it back to Dusk. “Once you’ve made your decision, let me or Yarick know.”

“Yes sir.”

Dusk turned away from the pair of them and made his way back to the staircase. He had barely made it to the top of the stairs before he felt a hand on his shoulder. He turned around to see Yarick leaning close.

“Kaden is too afraid to ask, but I have one more request,” he said, keeping his tone low. “The book mentioned dragon skeletons and using their bones to make real magic. Is that true?”

“Yes, I’ve seen it done.” Dusk nodded, also keeping his voice hushed. “Falgorin and his men were grinding up the last of a skeleton at Windshear Pass.”

“There was another location marked in the book, the ruins on the island in the center of the lake.” He took a deep breath as if readying himself. “There’s a dragon skeleton down there, or so the book says. Will you help me get to it?”

Dusk was surprised. “What? Why?”

“This is going to sound foolish, but I want to make magic Dusk, real magic, so that I know all my life’s work has been worth it. I want just enough to do a simple spell and that’s all. Beyond that, there is a real possibility that magical texts would exist down there around a magical creature. After that we’ll seal off the ruins and nobody will ever be able to find it again, especially not the Circle of the Dawn.” He took Dusk by the shoulders with both hands. “Can you and your friends help an old man fulfill his wish?”

Without hesitation Dusk answered. “Yes. I’ll help you get it.”

***
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“What do you mean they have to remove the crystal from your chest? Isn’t that going to be dangerous? What if you die in the process?” Lex raged, already pacing around the room. “I remember how badly you were hurt before that thing healed you. I think you’re safer with it on.”

“You said yourself that you think it’s attached to your bones,” Tara added, nodding her head. “How are they going to remove it without damaging you permanently?”

“You could be deformed permanently!” 

“I know you’re both concerned,” Dusk sighed, wondering what all the drama was about. It was his body after all, and his life. “But it’s only a matter of time before this collar causes an infection that could end my life. If this is the only way, then so be it.”

“Let me guess, they want to keep it?” Lex scoffed.

“No actually,” Dusk glared, venom in his voice. “They want me to keep the crystal.”

“That’s shocking.” Lex threw himself down in a chair and crossed his arms.

“However, I am leaving Falgorin’s book here for the library.”

Lex scoffed again without comment.

Tara leaned in closer on her chair. “Are you sure about this Dusk? It’s pretty risky and we don’t know how capable these people are. They could really mess you up.”

“I’m willing to risk it and it’s my decision anyway,” Dusk spat. He was getting tired of them questioning him.

“If you’re sure.”

“I am.” Dusk stood up from his chair, done with their questioning and their concern. He was convinced it was fake anyway. As he reached the door he turned back. “There is one other thing.” Tara and Lex looked at him expectantly. “It seems there’s a dragon skeleton at the ruins on the island. Yarick wants help getting it.”

“AHA!” Lex shouted. “There it is! I knew there was a catch!”

“He just wants to see a small piece of magic Lex.” Dusk felt his face flushing red. “We’re only going to get enough for a small amount of dust and any books that might be down there.”

“Sure he does! Then he’ll want to see one more and then another!” Lex came to his feet. “I don’t trust a favor like that.”

“That does seem a bit odd, Dusk,” Tara added. “It’s a big favor considering how dangerous that substance can be. We’ve seen first hand the kind of destruction it can do.”

Dusk was about to retort when Lex stepped forward.

“You think it’s a coincidence that this man found you? He’s an archivist of magical scriptures and you just so happen to have the crystal and the book that will make all his little dreams come true.” Lex was filling each word with spite as he spoke. “That man has made you blind with his fake love and turned you against us! You would hand him the key to power that the world hasn’t seen in centuries just because he pretends to like you.” 

“He doesn’t pretend to like me!” Dusk shouted.

“If he cared for you, he wouldn’t have driven a wedge between you and your friends!” Lex yelled back. “We’ve been here for you every step of the way and then he shows up and suddenly we’re the enemy!”

“Lex, calm down,” Tara stood, putting her hand on his arm.

He tore it away. “No! I won’t calm down!” He pointed a finger at Dusk. “Yarick is a piece of trash and he’s playing you for a fool! He’ll turn on you the moment he gets what he wants! He’s no better than those fucks back at Windshear Pass!”

Dusk felt his blood boiling. After all the time they’d spent together and saving Lex’s life multiple times, this was how he thanked him. For the first time in his life Dusk had a father and all Lex could do was shout.

“You’re jealous...” Dusk hissed. “Neither of you care where I came from or what I’ve been through. Lex, all you want to do is bitch about being some poor little rich boy that the world is too big for. And Tara, all you want to do is settle some stupid vendetta against the crown. You’re both using me and I’m tired of it.” 

“Now wait just a minute,” Tara began. Lex was silent.

“No. I’m done waiting.” Dusk pulled open the door. “You’re both free to leave, I no longer require your services. And you Lex,” he glared at the crossed arms and the look of fury on his face. “You can still repay your life debt to me by never showing your face in my presence again.”

With that Dusk walked out of the chamber and slammed the door behind him. He could feel tears of frustration building in his eyes. Yarick had been right, he was better off without them. As he walked down the hallway towards his own room he felt a weight lifted off his chest. Maybe now he could be who he wanted to be and finally start living a real life. He knew Yarick would see him to Inahan if he asked. For the first time since he left the mines he felt truly free.
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Dusk watched from his window as Lex and Tara threw their bags over Maribel’s back. The snow had stopped falling and the wind picked up again, blowing little tufts of cloud-like steam from the lake across the fields. There was a small pang in the pit of his stomach as his old companions looked back to the monastery one last time. Silently they turned and began to move back east, following the edge of the lake. Dusk tried to remind himself that this was for the best, for his future. If he wanted to succeed on his path to freedom, he needed to remove as much baggage as possible. And people who tried to hold him back were just that: baggage. A low cloud of steam blew in from the lake, obscuring them for a long moment. When it had finally cleared the grounds around the monastery were empty. Dusk turned away from the window, ignoring the feeling of guilt, and made his way towards the kitchens.

It was getting close to dinner time and he found Dak at his usual table with a large pile of vegetables arranged to be chopped. Dusk took his spot on the other side of the table and picked up a knife to help. He pulled a large rutabaga over and slowly began to slice the tough skin off the knobby root.

“Doing okay?” Dak asked, not looking up from his vegetable cleaver.

“I’m fine,” Dusk lied, concentrating on taking every tiny bit of skin away from the cream colored flesh.

“You know, it’s okay if you’re upset. If I were in your position, I think I would feel the same way.”

“I just don’t understand!” Dusk snapped, chopping down so hard that the blade stuck in the board with a thunk. “We’ve been on such a long journey together and these past few weeks they just seemed to stop caring about anything I said. Everything Yarick did for me was met with suspicion when it’s obvious he’s trying to help me!” Dak stood still, watching Dusk with an understanding look on his face. “I thought I had finally made some real friends in the world, but I guess not.”

“Dusk,” Dak said gently, setting his knife on the table. “You did make friends, but there’s something you need to know about people.” He paused for a moment. “Most of the time they don’t stick around forever.”

Dusk met his gaze. He could feel his eyes burning once more, threatening tears.

“People come and go in our lives to teach us things. Sometimes they are here for a long time and sometimes they aren’t, but you learned something while they were here didn’t you?”

“Yes,” Dusk croaked.

“Then that’s all that matters.” Dak walked around the table and up to Dusk’s side. “Your friends are gone, it’s true, but what’s important is that you still have Yarick, the order, and above all yourself. It’s tough now, but we’re here to help you.” Dak pulled Dusk slowly into a hug, wrapping his arms around his shoulders. “If you heed the advice of Yarick and the order, everything will turn out for the best. You’ll see.”

“You’re right,” Dusk replied, pulling away. “I know they had to go... I just miss them.”

“Then miss them, but don’t forget that there are people here who want to help you. Who didn’t abandon you when things got tough.” He looked Dusk in the eye. “I think that’s an important thing to remember.”

“Thank you.”

“Now help me get these vegetables prepped! We’ve got hungry people to feed so that they can prepare for your operation. We’re going to need our strength and steady hands if we’re going to get that crystal away from you.”

The casualness in Dak’s voice surprised Dusk, but somehow it lifted his spirits. As he pulled his knife from the table, he realized how nice it was to no longer be carrying that secret around. Everyone left in his life knew about the crystal, where he had come from, and what his goals were. Kaden had been sure to fill them all in so that they could help him achieve what he needed to do. None of them had any reason to care for him, but Dak alone had proven that Dusk was accepted among them. For the first time in his life, he felt like he was home.

*** 
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It was a full week before the order was finally ready to operate on Dusk to remove the crystal. He’d spent the night before tossing and turning in a restless haze, never fully sleeping for more than an hour at a time. There was a knot in his stomach that wouldn’t go away no matter how much of his willpower he used against it. Every small sound in the monastery made him jump and his skin felt like it was crawling at all times. The night ticked slowly by until the sun finally began to rise. Outside of his window he watched with tired eyes as the sky turned from dark blue to light gray, pink, and then began to climb into pale blues and yellows. The sun came out and the sky was free of clouds, a rare sight as it seemed to snow almost everyday since Lex and Tara had left.

The thought of his ex-friends drove Dusk from his bed at last. He didn’t want to sit around and wonder if he’d made the right choices or not. It was a waste of energy. He trusted Yarick and his brethren of the order. Instead Dusk pulled on his boots and a cloak to ward against the chill as he left the room. He brought a lit candle with him and made his way down to the library. The room was cold and unlit when he entered, since everyone else was most likely still in bed. Pulling a few logs out of a rack near the fireplace, he built a fire before taking his candle to peruse the shelves. Once he’d picked out a few tomes, he carried them back to the table closest to the fireplace and flopped them down on the desk. In an effort to drive his anxiousness and self-doubt away, Dusk began to read.

He’d only been able to read for the past two weeks, but somehow he’d managed to become quite proficient at it. When Dusk started, Yarick had told him to be patient, that learning to read could take a long time and be very difficult. Dusk however, wouldn’t accept that answer. Reading had never been something he’d even thought of, but now that his mind was no longer occupied with mining, obedience, or wondering if he’d live to the end of the day, he found it in dire need of stimulation. Every day of Dusk’s life in the monastery was filled with archery practice, cooking, cleaning, writing, and reading most of all. There were many times Yarick or Kaden had to kick Dusk out of the library at night so that he would sleep. His appetite for knowledge was voracious and the texts in the order’s possession contained some of the most interesting stories and historical accounts, which all centered around magic. Dusk devoured them as fast as he could, only stopping to ask for help here and there with tough or unknown words.

There were others that he’d tried to read, the books that actually had symbols and spells in them, but they were beyond his grasp. The majority were written in runes or were filled with complicated words and some were even in different languages. These he left mostly alone after attempting to read through a few. He didn’t really have any inclination to learn magic as it was. He hoped once the crystal was removed he’d be able to sell it off, that was still his plan. It didn’t matter who bought it, as long as it was gone. Although he wanted a free life, the longer he stayed in the monastery the more he thought he’d like to make the arrangement permanent. However, it seemed out of place to ask such a favor. Yarick had offered for him to stay until the spring with his friends, but now that they were gone he wondered if he could join the order. Neither Yarick nor Kaden had made such an invitation and Dusk felt like they were already being more kind than they needed to be. For the time being he resigned himself to accept their help graciously and then leave when they asked. Kaden had already made it clear that he didn’t want the crystal to remain with the order.

“You’re up a bit early,” Yarick’s baritone said from behind Dusk, causing him to jump. He began to laugh at the sight. “I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to startle you.”

“It’s fine,” Dusk smiled, catching his breath. “I just couldn’t sleep.”

“Nervous?” 

“Yeah... I guess so.”

“Well, I know me telling you not to be nervous won’t help, but I can say with confidence that you are in very good hands.” He pulled out a chair and sat down beside Dusk. “Dak is a top notch surgeon and if something seems odd, Kaden and I will be right there the whole time to fix it.”

“Are you sure I’m going to be okay?” Dusk looked at Yarick, then tilted his head back towards the floor. “I've barely begun to live and I don’t want it to end before I get a chance. There’s still so many things I want to see and do.”

“Dusk,” Yarick said gently, “you’ve lived more in the past month than most men live in a lifetime and I mean that.” He leaned forward and put his hand on top of Dusk’s. “Most of the men in the world stay in their villages, on their farms, and in their houses doing the same thing day in and day out. They are slaves to their own small minded traditions.” Yarick squeezed his hand. “But you have a gift, although you might not see it. You are free to live a life of any kind without the expectations set by others. You could travel the world, hell you already have been. You could become a hero, a thief, or even an archivist like me if you wanted to. Nobody ever told you what you have to do with your life and that is a kingly gift. Most men hold themselves back and blame the gods, but you are held in place by no one.”

Dusk could feel the tears gathering at the corners of his eyes. He was becoming more emotional as time went on. All the years of forcing it back were catching up with him. It seemed like the slightest hint of kindness would almost send him over the edge. He squeezed Yarick’s hand back and lifted his gaze to meet the older man’s. In those eyes he saw everything he’d ever dreamed of in a father. He couldn’t stop himself.

“I want to stay here with you,” Dusk blurted. “With the order. I want to be an archivist too.”

Yarick pulled his hand back and stood up from the table. With a confused look, Dusk watched as he reached out and pulled him up from his chair and wrapped his arms around him.

“I was hoping you’d ask,” Yarick replied, Dusk pressed tightly against him. 

Dusk wrapped his arms around him. “I... I can stay then?”

“Of course you can!” Yarick laughed, pulling Dusk away by the shoulders. “You’ll be my apprentice. I already asked Kaden if I could take you on. I planned on asking after the dive into the ruins, but you beat me to it.”

“Really?”

“I told you, boy. You’re like a son to me. I’d be proud to call you family.”

With that the tears began to flow from Dusk’s eyes as he pulled Yarick back, squeezing him tightly around the shoulders. Tremors filled his body as he tried to stifle back happy sobs, but some noise managed to escape either way. Yarick stood there patiently, holding him until he finally calmed down. At last Dusk pulled away, wiping his eyes with the backs of his sleeves. Yarick gave him a big smile. Just then the monastery bell tolled far above them and both of them looked towards the ceiling.

“Well, I guess it’s time,” Yarick said, putting his hand on Dusk’s back to lead him to the stairs.

“Are you sure I’m going to be okay?” Dusk hiccuped one last time.

“I promise.”

***
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Dusk awoke several hours later in a soft bed, a haze clouding his mind. He was aware of a dull pounding pain in his chest that seemed to consume his senses. His tongue was thick and dry and his throat felt like he hadn’t drank anything in a week. It took some effort to finally lift his eyelids that seemed to have grown to ten times their weight while he was asleep. There was a low glow of embers in the fireplace and Yarick was beside him, sleeping with his head tilted back in an armchair that had been brought up from the library. Dusk found he couldn’t lift his hand to reach out to Yarick.

“Yar–Yarick,” he croaked out. “Y–Yarick.”

The man snapped up, snorting as he did so and wiped away the spittle at the corner of his mouth. If Dusk hadn’t been so tired he would have laughed.

“You’re awake!” he gasped, clearing the grogginess from his throat. “How are you feeling?”

“W–water.”

“Of course!” Yarick quickly pulled a bowl from the bedside table and a spoon. He filled the spoon and offered it to Dusk’s lips. “Now take it slow, your body is gonna feel weird for a little while as the medicine wears off.”

For a few minutes Dusk concentrated on taking a spoonful of liquid at a time from the bowl. Yarick was careful to only give him a little bit at a time so as to stop him from choking. At first he thought it was only water, but as the dryness was washed away from his tongue he began to notice hints of salt and a bitter herbal bite.

“D–did it w–work?” Dusk asked after he had grown too tired to swallow anymore.

Yarick placed the bowl back on the table and reached down, pulling the blanket back. Dusk glanced at his bare chest wrapped tightly in clean cloth. There was no bump where the crystal should be. He felt a wave of relief wash over him.

“And th–the collar?”

Yarick placed the blanket back and picked up Dusk’s hand. Guiding it to his neck he let it rest on the skin. Dusk could move his fingers a little bit and ran them over the rough patch left behind by the collar. Moving them downwards he felt it transition into smooth healthy skin without the bite of cold metal. The collar was gone.

“As soon as the crystal came free it disintegrated, just like the book said,” Yarick said with a smile, lifting Dusk’s hand and tucking it back under the blanket. “Now you need to get some more rest. You have a lot of healing to do. The eye had rooted itself deep, but everyone expects you’ll be on your feet in a day and well on your way to healing. Kaden is an excellent herbalist, he’ll have you fixed up in no time.”

“Thank you,” Dusk croaked, leaning his head back and letting his heavy eyelids fall shut.

“Anything for my apprentice,” Yarick replied gently.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Twenty





[image: image]


It was a full week before Dusk was starting to feel a bit like his old self again. The first two days had been mostly about managing his pain and getting food down. He was hungrier than he’d ever been, but Dak told him it was to be expected since his body needed the nourishment to close his wounds. Every day Kaden came to his room and replaced the bandages. The herbal mixtures that were added over top of it smelled horrible, but it was healing fast and there was no sign of infection. 

Dusk found himself spending the majority of his time near the fireplace in the library, reading any book he could get his hands on. Yarick had duties to attend to in the order, but spent most of his free time with Dusk. They passed the time with reading lessons and dice games that Yarick taught him to play. It was a pleasant way to recover and by the end of the week Dusk had regained most of his movement. He felt confident enough to take short walks outside by himself to get some fresh air. He found himself wandering down to the water’s edge, looking out over the green lake and a few of the hot springs that dotted the edges. The island in the center was large and covered in trees, obscuring the ruins that Yarick claimed stood in the center. It wouldn’t be long before they’d be rowing their way across the still waters and delving into that ruin.

Dusk knew he needed to be careful still. Kaden had been harping on him to take it slow and not to extend his arms too far in either direction. The last thing he wanted was for the wound to tear open after Kaden had spent so long putting it back together. Thankfully it seemed the crystal had mostly been just stuck to the surface of his skin with a few roots that dove deeper to touch the bone. Kaden and Dak had warned him that although the wounds looked small, they were deep and the crystal had done damage to the bone itself. A few of the openings had to be widened during surgery to remove all of the sharp barbed points. He shivered at the thought, but was glad it was all over.

He took one last glance at the lake before turning on his heel back towards the monastery. The sun was sinking low in the sky and it was about time for him to start helping with kitchen duties. He always enjoyed his nightly conversations with Dak while cooking. He’d taken no more than a few steps before he noticed a few gray shadows in the snow. Glancing down he could see a set of footprints followed by hoof prints directly beside them. Dusk had gone walking for a few days and seen no other signs of people. His heart raced for a moment as he thought about the pirates that had attempted to overtake the monastery. The closest horse that wasn’t his was in the city of Emerald Deep, which meant someone had been out wandering and probably for no good reason. For a brief moment he thought of Lex and Tara walking into the mist with Maribel, but this was a single set of tracks and he doubted they even thought of him anymore. Quickening his pace, he made a straight line back through the snow towards the monastery to report his findings.

He was relieved to find nothing out of sorts when he returned. Unable to locate Yarick or Kaden straight away, he made his way to the kitchens where he found Dak at his table like he always was at that time of day.

“Did anyone come to the monastery today?” Dusk asked, tossing his cloak over a chair and pulling an apron off the rack.

“No. Why do you ask?” Dak replied, not looking up from his work.

“I saw some footprints in the snow. They seemed to be fresh.” Dusk picked up his knife and pulled a small pile of potatoes towards him. “It looked like one person and their horse had been traveling by the lake.”

“Nobody stopped here. It’s not uncommon for people to travel out this way from town. Some come to enjoy the hot springs while others come searching for their fishing boats that accidentally came untied from the docks and drifted this way. We’ve seen it more than once.”

“Oh. I was worried those pirates might be back.”

“You and Yarick disposed of them and their captain.” He dropped the cleaver heavily through a large chunk of venison. “I don’t think we’ll be hearing from them again.”

“You’re probably right.”

“There you are, Dusk!” Yarick called as he walked into the room. “I was looking for you.”

“Really?” Dusk laughed. “I just searched around looking for you!”

Yarick’s face dropped for a fraction of a second before it broke into a big smile. “We must have walked right by one another!” He chuckled as he walked up to the table and placed his hands on the back of a chair. “I see you’re busy, so I’ll let you keep at it. After dinner, come to Kaden’s room, we have a surprise for you.”

“That’s not fair to torment me like that,” Dusk whined. “I’m still sick, remember?”

“You look like you’re doing fine to me,” Dak chided without looking up.

Dusk let out a frustrated huff and Yarick began to laugh once more.

“It’ll be worth the wait.” Yarick patted him on the back. “Trust me.”

After dinner was over Dusk was on cleanup duty, which seemed almost cruel to him after Yarick had teased him with some sort of surprise. In record time he scrubbed his way through the dishes, stacking them neatly on the counter to be dried by one of the other brothers who couldn’t keep up. In a flash Dusk threw his apron up on the hanger to dry and made his way through the maze of buildings until he came to Kaden’s office. The door was shut tight, firelight dancing across the flagstone floor from the gap at the bottom. Inside Dusk could hear the unmistakable voice of Yarick. He reached up and rapped the wooden surface with his knuckles, fidgeting in place.

“Enter!” he heard Kaden call.

Dusk lifted the latch to the door and poked his head inside. “You wanted to see me, sir?”

“There you are!” Yarick boomed, walking over to Dusk. “Come in and sit down, we’ve got some things to talk about.”

Dusk pulled out a chair and took a seat. “What’s going on? You said you had some sort of surprise?” It was hard for him to contain the excitement in his voice.

“We’ll get to that,” Kaden replied, waving the subject off. “How are you feeling? Any more pain or changes?”

These were the same questions Kaden had already asked him that morning when his dressings had been changed. “Nothing new to report on that. I feel pretty good actually.” Dusk stretched his arms upward and to the sides gently, turning at the waist from side to side. “Almost back to normal.”

“That’s wonderful to hear. You’re a fast healer. But then again, you’re also very young, so that’s to be expected.” Kaden smiled gently, lacing his fingers on the desk. “We have something for you, as you mentioned. Yarick and I conscripted one of the brothers to fashion it.” He leaned down and opened a drawer, producing a small box that he placed on the desk between them. “I’m not sure if you’ll want to use it, but at least it will stop any reattachment should you choose to do so.”

Dusk reached forward and tilted the lid of the wooden box back. Inside was a small bundle of red fabric nestled into the bottom. On top of the fabric sat a single brown leather glove. It was finger-less with fine stitching and a silver fastener button at the wrist. All across the surface were runes that had been painstakingly embroidered in. On the back of the glove was another piece of thin leather with a fastener. Dusk pulled the glove out gently and undid the button. As the leather pulled back he saw that the crystal had been hidden underneath and sewn into the glove with the backside of it exposed so that it would touch his skin.

“The runes on the glove should stop the crystal from reattaching itself to you,” Kaden explained, gesturing to the embroidery. “Thanks to your little book we were able to modify the collar’s binding runes and apply it to this glove. If you wish, this should allow you to tap into the crystal’s power without it taking root in your body.”

“Would you mind testing it out for us?” Yarick asked.

Dusk was a little nervous to have the eye back again, but nodded and slipped the glove on anyway. He trusted the men’s judgment. The crystal felt warm against his skin like it had before Falgorin and the collar. 

“Does it fit okay?” Kaden asked.

“Yeah it’s fine.” Dusk turned it over, fastening both buttons and flexing his fingers. There was something missing. “Wait... why can’t I hear it?”

“Hear what?” 

“The voice.” Dusk watched as they looked at one another, clearly confused. “Whenever the crystal touched my skin I could hear a voice. It took over my body and saved my life twice when I was in grave danger. I think it belonged to that dragon.”

“You can hear Tephyss?”
“Not anymore... but I could! He came to me in dreams a few times too.” Dusk turned his hand over, staring at the aquamarine crystal. “I wonder what happened.”
“The runes are probably binding him from speaking to you although I must say, that is completely by accident.” Kaden leaned forward, taking Dusk’s gloved hand in his own. There was a look of intrigue on his face. “How odd. I’ve never heard anything about Tephyss speaking to anyone like this. But with what you’ve told Yarick, this crystal has always been in his possession until you came along. It has powers none of us can begin to comprehend.” Kaden let go of his hand and leaned back, looking at Yarick. “Did you ever hear anything from it?”

“No. I’ve been carrying it for most of the week and I never heard anything.”

“I didn’t either while I was examining and setting it into the glove. Odd.”

“Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything,” Dusk began.

“No! I’m glad you did!” Kaden laughed, wiping the serious look off his face. “It’s another mystery to add to the stacks of them we’re collecting here. It gives us another reason to continue searching for answers.” He smiled and leaned his head back, staring at the firelight flickering across the ceiling. “I wonder what it means?”

“We’ll find that out in time,” Yarick chimed in. “In the meantime, let’s make sure it works.”

“It only ever does anything when I’m in danger,” Dusk explained. “Tephyss takes over and does the magic. That’s how I got all this.” Dusk held his arm up that was still peppered with white scales.

“Not anymore. If we’ve blocked you from hearing the voice, chances are Tephyss will no longer have the power to take over your body anymore.” Yarick produced a small piece of paper with a simple geometric symbol scrawled across it and a pot of black powder. “However, I can teach you a few simple symbols to activate it. That is, if what we’ve found over the years is real.” He gave a quick glance to Kaden. “Use your index finger to trace this symbol with the charcoal. It’s been mixed with other elements to complete the spell, all you have to do is draw.”

Dusk reached forward timidly and dipped his finger into the charcoal mixture. Gently he brought it back and began to trace the shape on the page. When he came to the last stroke there was a tiny jolt through the back of his hand as the lines connected and instantly the paper burst into flames. It was aflame for less than two seconds before it died back into black curling ash with red glowing edges.

“Incredible,” Kaden breathed heavily, leaning close to the paper. “All your hard work these long years hasn’t been in vain, Yarick.”

Dusk smiled up at their aghast faces. It felt good to give them what they wanted and see their reactions. It was, in some small way, his only way to pay them back.

“It seems like the eye allows you to tap into the flow of magic somehow, but I have another theory,” Yarick said, producing an identical sheet of paper with the same symbol, but this time he took away the pot of charcoal. “Clean your hand and draw it again without the powder.”

“Okay,” Dusk chuckled, enjoying the incredulous look Kaden gave to Yarick.

He wiped the remaining charcoal onto his pant leg and pulled the paper close. Tracing the shape once more with speed he finished the last line with a flourish. The jolt to the back of his hand was more intense, but it had the same effect. The paper burst into flames and immediately curled into black ash. Dusk noticed a small wave of weariness hit him, almost like he was in need of a short nap. He shook it off. It had been a long day after all.

“I don’t believe it,” Kaden laughed. “Do you mean...?”

“Tephyss’s Eye can bypass the material aspects of magic,” Yarick said with a wide smile on his face. He immediately pulled out a small book and began scribbling notes across the pages. “It’s no wonder Tephyss is such a revered figure in history! Can you imagine what kind of power he must have had? All he would have needed was a working knowledge of magical runes and he could have done anything at the drop of a hat!”

“I think I saw him once. In a mural,” Dusk said absentmindedly.

“What? Where?”

“In the underground ruins of Alamond.”

“Wait,” Yarick stammered, dropping the pencil on the desk. “Parts of Alamond are underground?”

“I should probably tell you about the goblins and where the Circle of the Dawn wants me delivered to,” Dusk replied with a sigh. “Pull up a chair.”
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“There were more hoof prints in the snow,” Dusk called to Yarick as he slipped off his gray horse and landed in the soft powder. “Down by the lake, but it also looks like they circled around the monastery.”

“Are you sure they weren’t your own?” Yarick asked, grinning like a fool.

“Yes,” Dusk sighed, unable to stop himself from grinning. “It snowed yesterday morning and these were fresh. They might have come in the night.”

“I’ll make sure Kaden knows so that we can have a double guard while we’re gone.”

“Are we going in the morning then?” Dusk looked up over the mountains to see the heavy clouds growing orange as the sun set in the west.

“Only if you feel you’re healed enough for the journey.”

“I’ve been practicing with my bow for three days now.” Dusk grabbed his horse by the reins and began to lead it to the stables with Yarick following behind. “I’m as healed as I’m going to be.”

“Good. I’ve got our supplies packed and ready to go. I’ll have the brothers take the rowboat down to the lake with us in the morning. They can bring the horses back once we set off.”

“Do we know anything about the ruins?” Dusk asked, sliding the saddle off his horse and hanging it on a thick iron nail. “Have you ever been there?”

“I’ve only been there once and I didn’t go far,” Yarick replied, pulling a brush from a shelf and beginning to run it across the animal’s black fur. “The majority of it is collapsed and impassable, but I’ve found something that might help us.”

Dusk waited for a moment, the tone in Yarick’s voice telling him he had something exciting to say. “Well?”

“Thanks to your book and a few others I’ve collected, I’ve managed to find some magic that should make our journey a lot easier.”

“Is it safe?”

“Yes. I’ve cross referenced it with everything we have. They are simple spells, but they should allow us to make our way through if we don’t have any options.” He turned to Dusk, glancing down to the brown leather glove he wore. “I won’t ask you to use it unless we have no other choice.”

Dusk gazed at him for a moment. “I’ll do it this time, but only to help you. After that I just want to get rid of it.”

“Of course. And I’ll help you do that.” Yarick patted him on the shoulder and turned back to brush the horse. “Who knows? Maybe after that we can go on our first archivist expedition.”

“Really? You mean it?” 

“I’ve already got a lead on another book,” Yarick replied with a grin.

***
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The next morning couldn’t come quick enough for Dusk. Before dawn he had already risen and repacked his bags more than once. He waxed his bowstring, checked the fletching on his arrows, and made sure his sword was brought to a razor’s edge with the large whetstone kept in the kitchens. He was pacing around the large altar room where he’d first stepped foot in the monastery when Yarick finally came down the hallway.

“I see you’re ready to go,” he laughed, a bag slung over his shoulder and a sword buckled at his side. He held his tall wooden staff in one hand, clanking it on the flagstones as he walked. “I’ll let the others know that it’s time to go then.”

Dusk smiled back and shouldered his pack without a word. He crossed the long room, passing the remnants of broken pews, and out the double doors at the end, the blinding sunlight reflecting off the snow. Shielding his eyes he crunched through the snow to the stables and began to saddle his horse, knowing the others wouldn’t be far behind.

Clouds were already rolling in again as the boat slid into the water at the lake’s edge. With a simple wave, the two brothers that accompanied them took the horses by the reins and began to lead them back to the monastery on foot. Dusk tossed his items into the bottom of the boat and clambered his way inside. He took a seat at the stern and slipped the two oars into the oarlocks. Yarick continued to chuckle as he placed his things into the boat.

“If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were excited for this trip,” he said, steadying the boat with one hand. 

“Aren’t you?” Dusk asked, looking up at him. “We’re going to see an unexplored place and new things. I’ve been cooped up for weeks.” He glanced about. “And I’ve never been on a boat before! A raft once, but never this.”

Yarick shook his head. “There’s so many little things you’ve never experienced!” He met Dusk’s gaze. “Well, let’s check another one off the list then.”

With a quick shove, Yarick hopped into the boat as it coasted backwards out over the water. The boat rocked and Dusk threw his arms out to either side, gripping the gunwales so tightly that his knuckles went white from the strain. A low bank of fog drifted across them as Yarick took a seat, chuckling at his reaction.

“Don’t worry, we’re not gonna fall in.” He rocked the boat back and forth purposefully. “See? It’s wide enough to be stable.”

“Are you sure?” Dusk asked, his excitement suddenly gone and replaced by his heart pounding in his ears.

“Definitely. Grab your oars, I’ll show you what to do.”

For the next few minutes, as they rocked about in the shallow water, Yarick began to explain to Dusk how the oars worked and how he could change the direction of the boat depending on his application of pressure to one side or the other. After he felt like he had the hang of it, he spun the bow of the boat around and pointed it towards the island before he dug the oars into the water.

The island looked fairly close as they coasted over the deep green water, but the more Dusk rowed, the more he realized it was just really big. In his mind he had pictured the island many times with a small growth of trees around the outside and simple ruins filling the center. As they drew nearer he realized that the island was large enough to fit all of the city of Emerald Deep ten times over. They weren’t even halfway when he had to turn the rowing over to Yarick. His chest burned from pulling against the resistance of the water and he could feel the healed wound growing sore. It seemed the skin had stitched itself back together, but the muscle deeper down was still healing.

For a few minutes he laid against the hull of the boat, catching his breath. Eventually curiosity got the better of him and he crawled up to the bow, wrapping his arms around the small carved scroll at the tip. He leaned over the side and stared down into the water, watching it rush by. The lake itself was calm and the fog was concentrated at the edges near the hot springs. Out in the open it was clear and the water below was a deep, almost black-tinted green. Dusk stared down into the depths, hoping to maybe catch a glimpse of a fish. For some time he watched, but nothing caught his eye. 

After a while he found himself lazily laying against the gunwale and growing sleepy from the severe lack of rest he’d gotten the night before. The island seemed as if it only got bigger and never any closer. He felt his eyes droop closed as the rocking of the boat and the gentle repeating sound of rowing lulled him to sleep.

A spray of cold water jerked him from his slumber and the boat rocked dangerously as he fell backwards off his seat. Yarick was laughing as he continued to row.

“Get off the floor! You don’t want to miss this,” he chuckled.

Dusk slowly pulled himself up and looked out over the edge of the boat, cold water still dripping off the tip of his nose. Below the surface he could see multiple bright white shapes swimming alongside them. They crisscrossed and rolled under the water. Sometimes their backs and dorsal fins would break the surface, exposing the glossy white skin to the air before a giant spray of water blew out near their heads like a geyser. Then they would dive again, just enough to submerge their three-foot fins. As they rolled Dusk noticed their underbellies were a green that almost matched the color of the water. 

Deep below he watched as one of them turned upward sharply and wriggled it’s way towards the surface. With incredible speed it breached the water, bringing it’s long tapered body completely free of the surface. Dusk saw the intricate sweeping pattern of white and green skin along the body easily six times the length of the boat. The long pectoral fins ended in sharp points and a small, thick horn protruded from the tip of the creature's snout that was a solid onyx black. The mouth was filled with rows of pointed, but dull teeth as it let out a shrill cry before it splashed back down into the water. The wave that followed rocked the little boat violently, but Yarick was able to steady it without issue.

“What are they?” Dusk cried out over the sound of the impact.

“Tulamars,” Yarick replied, pulling the left oar away from a dorsal fin rising above the water. The creature shot another geyser of water that sprayed them both before diving back down. “They must have come in from the bay a while ago to have their calves. They’re only this green color when they’re in the lake.”

Sure enough, as Dusk looked back over the side of the boat he could make out a few small white shapes that kept close to the larger adults. A large pectoral fin pushed one of the calves up to the surface. It made a miniature version of the water spout and dove back down, keeping close under the adult’s fin.

“Why do they keep spraying us?”

“They have to breathe air just like us.” Yarick laughed at the incredulous look on Dusk’s face. “They keep near the surface and occasionally dive down to catch fish. This is a warm, safe place to have their calves before they head out to sea in the summer. They like to follow boats in particular to eat whatever gets thrown back by fishermen.”

“Wow...”

Dusk sat glued to the edge of the boat, leaning out over the water to watch the pod of Tulamars swimming alongside. They only kept up for a few more minutes before they changed their course back to the west and left the boat behind. Once more a large Tulamar breached the surface with it’s entire body and crashed back down into the water some fifty feet away. Dusk couldn’t stop staring as he watched the sprays of water grow further and further away. When he finally turned back towards the island he realized it was much closer and that the sandy bottom of the lake was now visible far under the boat.

Dusk didn’t have long to wait before the boat bumped against the flat black rocks and sand that composed the beach of the island. He hopped out into the shallow water and using a rope, towed the front half of the boat up onto the stones. With Yarick they managed to haul the boat completely up onto the shore and turn it over after they pulled their gear from it. Dusk noticed that the stones glistened beyond the reach of the waves. He bent down and picked up one near his foot that was almost flat. Turning it over in his hand he noticed the smooth glass-like texture and could even see his reflection in the surface, the waves and sand having polished it over the years.

“There’s lots of obsidian around the island,” Yarick said, looking over Dusk’s shoulder. “It’s been hundreds of years since the volcano erupted, but the last time it did it overflowed into the lake.”

“It’s beautiful,” Dusk replied, turning it over again.

“Keep your boots on at all times. When that stuff breaks it’s just like glass and it’s all over the place.”

Dusk gave Yarick a nod and turned away, slipping the palm-sized stone into his pocket as a souvenir. “So, where are these ruins?”

“We’ll have to trek to the interior of the island. The ruins sit on the western end almost in the center. Stay close and keep an eye out. We don’t know what might be lurking out here.”

“Yes sir,” Dusk replied, falling in line behind Yarick.

Shouldering their packs they began to hike their way up the beach, the stones grinding under their feet and more than a few of them breaking under the weight. The trees began almost immediately at the edge of the beach and were densely packed together. The forest itself was a mix of pine and deciduous trees. Tufts of long green pine needles dotted the interior of the woods, blocking them from seeing too far ahead. Fresh snow had fallen recently and it seemed as if the island was untouched. There was a distinct lack of animal tracks and Dusk found that a little unsettling. An uninhabited forest seemed like an ideal place to live for wildlife, but somehow it seemed as if they had fled or disappeared. Dusk continued to keep his eyes peeled as the silence pressed in around them, but he kept his thoughts to himself.

It was a longer walk than he’d expected, but a few hours later as the sun was drawing near the Dorsum peaks, the forest began to open up and buildings came into view. The ruins were similar to those he had seen in Alamond with the same shapes and structures. Even the stones were the same type and color as those of Alamond, almost like they had been shipped in instead of using the naturally-occurring stone around the island. They looked to be a similar age with the same amount of weathering, however many of them looked as if they had been crushed. Large boulders of rough stone lay near broken buildings tangled in plant growth, like they had been launched from afar and landed there. More than one of them had a ditch trailing behind it or sat in the center of a circular depression in the earth.

“What happened here?”

“I told you. It’s been a long time since the volcano erupted. The explosion was so violent that these stones were launched here and destroyed the town.”

Suddenly there was a vibration in the earth. A blast split the air and Dusk hit the ground, remembering the blasting powder that was used in the mines to break through walls of stone. He covered his head with his face lying in the snow. The noise subsided and after a moment he heard a boot crunch near his face. Glancing up he saw Yarick grinning, a hand reached down. Taking it, he was pulled to his feet, ignoring the snow that clung to his skin and clothing.

“It’s alright. There’s a geyser in the center of town.”

“A geyser?”

“Come on, I’ll show you.”

Yarick led Dusk down the remnants of a road until they reached a large circle more than a hundred feet across that seemed to mark the center of the ancient city. The first thing he noticed was the smell of sulfur, similar to that of the Louring Bog, but with a mineral tang that followed it. He wrinkled his nose, looking around for the source of the stench.

In the center of the large circle was a deep pool of water stained every color of the rainbow with steam rolling off it’s surface. The deepest portions were sapphire blue that faded to cerulean, yellows, oranges, and reds as the water became shallower. In the very center was a pillar of mineral that was acid yellow. At the very top was a hole that steaming water slowly bubbled out of. The large pool took up more than half of the city center and Dusk could see a small stream of steaming water that flowed north out of the city, it’s edges stained yellow with mineral deposits.

Buildings lined all sides of the circle, but on the opposite end there was one that towered over them all. Even without a roof and with large portions of its walls missing, the forgotten central monument was still an impressive sight. A large pointed archway marked the entrance with widely carved steps leading up to it. On either side it was flanked by two statues, both still in good shape and immediately recognizable as dragons. They stood on their hind legs with their wings curled against their backs. Each reached out with their clawed hands cupped, as if offering something to a passerby. Dusk wondered if they had once been holding something, but there was nothing lying at their feet nor any sign of damage around their hands. 

What walls remained rose high into the sky and were filled with elongated, pointed windows that mimicked the shape of the doorway. Dusk could see that one still held panes of stained glass, but they were too dirty and overgrown to make out. Buttresses shot out from the higher walls to hold them in place against time and weather, but looked as if they wouldn’t hold out much longer. At the highest points there were smaller statues that had taken the harshest beating from the centuries of rain and snow. Dusk squinted up at them, uncertain if they were dragons, gargoyles, demons, or all three. 

“That,” Yarick said, pointing at the center of the pool, “is where the blast came from. We'll camp in the temple for the night. When you feel the ground shake again, look towards the pool.” He smiled at Dusk and turned to look out over the rainbow of colors that made up the spring.

“It’s beautiful,” Dusk sighed. “I’ve never seen so many colors in one place.”

“Beautiful,” he nodded, “and dangerous. The water is boiling hot, not to mention poisonous. If you were to drink it, you would most likely die. However, I have a solution.” He pulled out a slip of paper and unfolded it, showing another complicated symbol to Dusk, “There’s a reason nothing lives on this island. But I planned for that. Thanks to you, we can purify it to make it potable.”

“I thought I was only going to use the eye in emergencies?” Dusk asked, glancing back up to Yarick.

Yarick’s face faltered slightly and immediately bounced back. For a moment Dusk wondered if it had been a trick of the light.

“We don’t know how deep the ruins are or how long this will take. Without any potable water on the entire island, we would have to carry it in from the lake or spend all day collecting snow and hope it lasted us long enough to go in and then come back out, carrying it the entire way.” Yarick reached out and placed a hand on Dusk’s shoulder. “I know you’re afraid, but this is a necessary evil if we want to survive this trip.”

Dusk thought for a moment, looking down at the bare stone around him. The heat from the pool had melted the snow away all the way up to the skeletal buildings draped in brown vines. Yarick was right, although it didn’t make him feel much better. He gave a slight nod and turned back towards the geyser.

“Thank you lad,” Yarick sighed. “I’m happy you chose to stay. You always understand what needs to be done, unlike those people you were traveling with. Every day you prove how much better you are, choice by choice. I’m proud of you.”

Dusk felt a smile tug at the corners of his mouth. He flexed his gloved hand and the leather squeaked as the crystal pressed against his hand. All he wanted was to hear Yarick say that sentence again.

“If you want to have some fun,” he said, taking out another small slip of paper. “Why don’t you get the fire started for us?”
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The night was as silent as the day, except for the intermittent blasts from the geyser outside the temple. A small fire built just inside the doorway kept them warm as they slept. Yarick volunteered to take the first watch, but when Dusk awoke in the morning he realized that he had never taken his turn. Not seeing Yarick, he began to panic and look about the temple, wondering if something had happened to him in the night. After a moment his eyes adjusted to the light and he could just make out the shape of Yarick walking out of a low stone doorway on the other side of a high altar tucked at the back of the temple.

“You’re awake!” Yarick called, his voice echoing over the stone as he made his way over.

Dusk pushed himself to his feet. “Why didn’t you wake me up for my shift?”

“I decided we didn’t need to keep watch.” Yarick stepped up and began to rummage through his pack. “There’s nothing on this island anyway. It’s been deserted for as long as I can remember.”

“Oh,” Dusk replied, wondering why Yarick hadn’t shared that information the night before when he said he’d take watch. “I guess that makes sense.”

“Make sure you eat something. We’ve got a long hike ahead of us.”

“Yes sir.”

“Before we leave, I’ll have you refill the water skins.”

For a moment Dusk thought Yarick was acting a bit pushy, but then he brushed it off. He was still sleepy and he knew how eager Yarick was to find the dragon skeleton. He’d been positively giddy for days leading up to their expedition. Dusk had been as well, focusing on healing so they could go out on their trek as soon as possible. Now that they were on the island and facing the unknown, he could feel the excitement growing like electricity in the air before a thunderstorm. His nerves were on edge, but not in a way that made him uncomfortable. He felt alert and ready to handle anything. For the first time since he’d run away from the mines, he was itching for adventure and discovery.

After a quick breakfast, Dusk drew the symbols to fill their water skins. The jolt was almost minuscule, but he noticed the area around him grew very dry when he completed the runes. He wanted to ask questions, but he thought it best to wait for another day when they weren’t on a mission. After all, he didn’t really want to learn magic anyway, he wanted to remove it from his life. They pulled their packs on once more and Yarick led the way across the temple. On the other side of the altar was the same low stone door that Dusk had seen him emerge from. Stairs were visible at the very top before they descended into pitch darkness below. 

Yarick pulled a fist sized stone out of his pocket that had a magical symbol painted across its surface in silver ink. He handed it to Dusk. “If you would, please.”

Dusk took the stone and studied the arcane circle painted on it. A rune of light. Neither he nor Yarick had packed torches. “Couldn’t... couldn’t we just make torches?”

“This will last a lot longer.” Yarick produced a second stone from his pocket with the same symbol on it. “And this one is yours.” 

Dusk looked at them both for a long moment.

“Well? Come on,” Yarick urged.

Not wanting to disappoint but still not fully understanding, Dusk drew his finger across the glyph one at a time. Finishing the first it burst into bright white light, as if the stone itself had suddenly become the sun, yet it remained cool to the touch. He handed it to Yarick and repeated the same on his own, feeling the small shock that ran through the back of his hand where the crystal touched it. Again it was followed by an odd sensation, almost like he hadn’t slept well and was just then realizing it. He shook it off, convinced it had nothing to do with the magic, and looked back at Yarick who was staring at him.

“Let’s go,” Yarick said with a small grin on his face.

Rubbing his eyes, Dusk followed Yarick down into the darkness. The stairs were shallow and smooth, but thin. The black stone glistened with moisture as they wound downwards in a tight circle. The walls were also slick with some sort of strange greenish slime that left a dark smear between Dusk’s fingers. He wiped it away on his pants and continued, taking care to step lightly so as not to slip.

It seemed like hours before they finally reached the bottom. Dusk legs were burning from the exertion and he’d long since dropped his arm to the side, unable to hold the heavy stone up any longer. Raising it once more, he looked about to see a small chamber with an arched doorway. The doorway was covered in tool marks and a handful of pickaxes leaned against the wall on their still-polished and only slightly-used handles. There was gravel strewn over the floor, making it obvious someone had attempted to force their way through. However it looked as if the progress they’d made had caused a cave in and the explorers had given up.

“Someone's been here, and recently,” Dusk said, gesturing to the pickaxes.

“So it seems,” Yarick replied, squatting down next to them. “Doesn’t look like they got very far though.”

“Do people from the city come here often?”

“Not that I’m aware of, but then again, nobody keeps watch. It could have been anyone.” He ran his hand over the rough surface, peering between the cracks in the stone with his light. “I don’t think we have any chance of getting through this by hand.” He pulled his satchel off his bag and began to rummage, pulling a large piece of chalk out of his bag. “You’ll need to make us a door.”

Dusk had hoped not to be using so much magic already, but it seemed they had little choice. The people who’d come with the pickaxes hardly made a dent. He held his stone aloft as Yarick began to draw a series of runes and symbols across the wall to the left of the collapsed doorway. He refrained from talking, not wanting to interrupt what he was doing. It was much more complicated than anything Dusk had seen so far. After a few minutes Yarick finally stepped back, double checking his work.

“This one is a little different than what you’ve seen,” he explained. “The runes inside the circle tell the magic what to do. All you have to do is trace the symbol and then place your hand over top of it.”

“How will I know it works?”

“You’ll know,” Yarick grinned.

Dusk stepped forward and looked over the complicated scrolling of runes around the outer edge of the circle. There were two large sweeping symbols with more runes inside them moving toward the center. He set his index finger in the middle and began to trace the geometric shapes. As he connected the last line he felt the familiar jolt and placed his palm against the stone.

At once he felt the stone grow warm, but nothing else. Just when he started to believe he’d made up the previous waves of exhaustion, he suddenly felt the energy drain from his body in a torrent. Panic rose in his stomach and he tried to pull away, but his hand was stuck, as if it had fused with the stone itself. With his eyes screwed shut his breath became ragged and his legs grew weak beneath him. It felt like a mistake, whatever he had just tried to do, whatever magic Yarick had told him to complete. His entire body grew weak and he wondered if the magic could suck the very life out of him. After what seemed like an eternity he felt his hand sink into the stone and with a gasp of surprise he fell forward, but he never felt himself strike the ground below.

Dusk came to lying on his back. The first thing he noticed was the smell. The air was stale and old, but had a similar mineral tang that the geyser pool had. He squeezed his hand, feeling the leather press the crystal into his skin as his fingers brushed a blanket beneath him. All his muscles were sore and his entire body felt weak. As he forced his eyes open he rolled to the side, the tiny movement taking more effort than he imagined possible. The two stones sat in front of him, glowing in the dark chamber. Yarick was sitting on the opposite side looking at Falgorin’s book.

“Dusk!” Yarick gasped, clambering over to him. “You’re okay! I was so worried!”

“What... happened?” he mumbled.

“I made a mistake.” Yarick reached out and helped him sit up, allowing Dusk to lean against him. “I’m so sorry.”

“What... what did you do?”

“That circle teleported the stones topside...” he murmured. “I–I didn’t know the crystal drained your energy. Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t know.” Dusk allowed his eyes to close once more, the bright light glowing through them. “It wasn’t like that when it was attached to me. I just thought I was imagining things.”

“Don’t keep anything like that to yourself again.” Dusk could hear the scolding in Yarick’s voice. “Magic has been inaccessible for a thousand years! We don’t know the rules anymore, so make sure you tell me anything you feel.”

“Okay.” Dusk gave a heavy sigh and changed the subject, not wanting to receive any more censure. “Why did magic go away?” He leaned heavily against Yarick, unable to hold himself up. He wanted anything to take his mind off how tired he felt. 

“It disappeared the day the Crystal Moon appeared in the sky.” Yarick gave a heavy sigh. “The history books are clear on that point.”

“Why?”

“We don’t know.” Yarick wrapped an arm around Dusk. “Some think the moon blocks us from the power of the gods, like a giant shield. Others think it’s just a chunk of celestial rock floating in the sky.”

“Lex—” Dusk stopped himself. “Someone told me a story about it. They said that it was protected by the dragons who gifted magic to the people of the world. Then one day a great magician named Nozzera stole it from the dragons, but they killed him and disappeared with it.”

“I think that story is possibly more accurate.” Dusk was surprised at his reply. “At least the stories seem to back it up. History is written by men in power and can’t be trusted. Fairy tales, however, are written by everyday people and they always have some truth in them. I’d be more apt to believe those.”

“I should have asked Tephyss about the moon.”

“Asking one great mystery about another seems fitting.” Dusk could hear the grin in Yarick’s voice. “Who knows? Maybe we’ll be able to talk to him eventually.” He paused for a moment, then cleared his throat. “You must be hungry.”

“Why can you use the dragon skeletons to make magic?” Dusk blurted.

Yarick sighed. “I’ve found evidence of other methods being used across the centuries. There are certain creatures that seem to be blessed with magic. They were hunted to extinction quickly after the fall of Alamond. People didn’t know how to live without it.”

“What kind of creatures?”

“Dragons, Wyverns, Unicorns... There were quite a few of them. But they were hunted down and turned into ingredients for spells.” He paused for a moment. “There aren’t any of them left. The dragons are the last known connection in the world.”

“That’s why the Circle wants them.” Dusk closed his eyes for a moment, thinking back to Falgorin and the tower at Windshear Pass. “They said they wanted to restore magic to the world... how would they do that?”

“I don’t know,” Yarick sighed. “Now that’s enough questions. You need to eat.”

Dusk slowly worked his way through some of their rations, each bite taking more effort than the last. But as it hit his stomach he began to feel the strength returning to his body. Although he’d been sapped of most of his energy, the sustenance drastically minimized the effects far quicker than he’d expected. They had been sitting for nearly an hour in the darkness when Yarick spoke again.

“Do you want to go a little further?” Yarick asked after a long stretch of silence.

“I think I can walk fine now,” Dusk replied, gently pushing himself to his feet. He wobbled for a moment, but found his footing. “We’ll have to stop if we hit another wall, though.”

“Let’s just explore for now. We’re deeper now than anyone has ever been, it seems.”

Yarick walked across the cobbled floor, his boots clicking against the hard surface and echoing across the walls. Holding his light-stone aloft, Dusk looked up. High above was a domed ceiling covered in a myriad of changing colors, but the light was too dim to make out their meaning. He was certain it was a mural of some kind, but all he could see were splashes of color leached away by the darkness. He followed Yarick, picking up his bag on the way and strapping his bow across his shoulders.

Yarick explored the entire perimeter of the room, stopping at each door and peering inside with his stone. Dusk stood waiting for some time, wondering what Yarick was looking for. He glanced about, noticing the old torch brackets that still hung on the walls. Small pieces of mostly-rotten wood lay here and there, the last remnants of furniture long forgotten in a damp place. Anything metal was coated in a thick layer of rust and looked as if it would fall apart at the slightest touch. The walls alone remained solid except for the collapse at the stairwell where that had come in. Just to the left of the rubble Dusk could see a perfectly circular hole in the wall, the same size as the circle Yarick had drawn. The bricks were cut cleanly, as if they’d been carved out with a large knife. A few of the smaller pieces had fallen inwards, no longer having any support beneath them. Dusk hoped his handiwork would hold so they could make their way back out when they’d found the skeleton.

“This way,” Yarick called out as he stepped backwards out of one room. “There’s a trapdoor hidden here.”

Dusk made his way over to the room. Just inside the door he saw the threadbare remnants of a rug with a foot sized hole in the middle.

“I almost fell through,” Yarick chuckled, pointing to the hole. “Help me clear it away.”

It took very little strength to remove the long-rotten wood, and the rug brushed away as if it were dust. Lowering his light-stone into the hole with one hand, Yarick leaned over the edge and peered down inside.

“It’s a short drop,” he said, pulling himself back up. He swung his legs over the edge and pushed off, disappearing into the darkness. 

Dusk leaned over the hole to see Yarick not far below, looking back up at him. 

“Pass down your things.”

Dusk did as he was told before following Yarick’s lead and dropping into the hole. He fell only a handful of feet, landing in a crouched position on the slippery black floor. The air had changed again and his nostrils twitched. It was warmer and the air smelled more than just humid, now wet with a sulfuric tang. Condensation immediately began to form on the light-stone and his skin. He knew they were going to be soaked through in no time.

“We must be near some of the springs at the bottom of the lake,” Yarick whispered. “I hope the entire place hasn’t flooded.”

Leading the way, Yarick stepped around Dusk and began to climb carefully down the steps. It was slow going and both of them had to catch themselves on the wall more than once thanks to slipping on the floor. By the time they had reached the bottom of the stairwell, they were both covered in the black slime that grew thick upon the walls. Dusk’s ears perked up as they stepped off the landing. He could hear water bubbling, as if over a bed of stones in a creek. The space in front of them opened up into a chamber, and Dusk stepped in first.

Light bounced off the walls, illuminating the small half moon chamber in front of him. The walls were no longer brick, but hand hewn stone. Above them, the ceiling was a natural cavern roof filled with dripping stalactites that hung down like threatening spikes. Along the edges of the cavern were pools of water where the dripping streams had merged. A spring gushed forth from the walls here and there, pouring water down into the cave. It all ran together to the edges of the room and flowed across the smooth stone until disappearing beyond a low archway on the other side.

Across the room the archway was similar to the one they’d just exited, but it didn’t seem to lead anywhere. Another hand-carved stairwell leading downward had only a few steps before it gave way to smooth stone surrounding a submerged, natural-looking tunnel. Dusk knelt down at the edge of the water, watching the steam rise off the surface.

“What do we do now?” he asked, turning back to Yarick.

Yarick crouched down beside him and swirled his fingers through the water before lifting them to his tongue. He spit out what he’d tasted. “It’s safe to swim through, but it’s hot. I wouldn’t drink any of it if I were you.”

“How do we know how far it goes?”

“We don’t.” Yarick sat back on his haunches. “I’ll go first though to make sure there’s a way through.”

Dusk nodded and Yarick began to take off his extra gear. Tossing them aside he lowered himself into the steaming pool, the light-stone grasped in one hand and his staff in the other.

“Be back in a moment,” he said and dove under.

For the first minute Dusk was relatively calm as he watched the light disappear and the water grow black again. After two minutes he began to worry when the light didn’t appear again. After three minutes he found himself pacing, convinced that Yarick had drowned. By the fourth minute he was pulling off his own gear, but left the sword strapped to his belt. He’d just taken off his boots when there was a loud splash behind him and light filled the room.

“There’s a path to the other side.”

“Don’t scare me like that!” Dusk cried, whipping around so fast that he slipped and fell onto the hard stone. “I thought you were dead!”

“It’ll take a little more than water to kill me,” Yarick laughed. “Come on! It’s a short swim. Leave your pack here, but bring your bow just in case. There’s an air pocket on the other side in a larger cave, but I don’t know what might be in there. Best be prepared.”

Dusk nodded, slinging the bow and quiver over his back.

“Lead the way.”
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The swim to the other side took a little over a minute and a few seconds longer for Dusk who was not only an inexperienced swimmer, but got his bow caught on the roof of the tunnel along the way. Thankfully Yarick turned back to notice him struggling and came to the rescue before he panicked and lost all the air in his lungs. Even with the help, Dusk barely made it to the other side. He broke the surface with a loud gasp, clawing at the stone stairs that acted as a ladder up and out of the submerged tunnel.

Yarick gave Dusk a boost up and out of the water before Dusk simply collapsed to gather himself. For a moment he laid on the oddly-warm stone floor, steam rolling off him thanks to the almost too-hot water he’d just come out of. He panted heavily, trying to force air back into his lungs as his heart pounded wildly. Hair stuck to his forehead and cheeks, water streaming off the tendrils. It had grown longer than he thought. He reached up to brush it off his eyelids along with the droplets hanging onto his eyelashes. The water sloshed behind him and he heard wet footsteps approach.

“Are you okay?” Yarick asked, squatting down beside him.

“Y–yeah,” Dusk gasped. “I think so.”

“Good. Up you get.” Yarick reached down and grabbed Dusk by the forearm, helping him to his feet. “We’re getting close. No time to stop now.”

The exhaustion was settling into his body. He hadn’t fully recovered from the incident with the wall and each leg of the journey- the stairs, traveling, magic, and swimming- seemed to leech more and more away from his body, and he didn’t think he could take much more of it.

“I’m so tired.”

“Well, we’re not stopping,” Yarick replied rather harshly. “This is what being part of the order is like.”

“O–okay,” Dusk stuttered, turning his head downwards. “Yes sir.”

“Good. Let’s get a move on then.”

Dusk glanced up as Yarick turned away. His face seemed pale in the stone’s light and he wore a look of fierce determination. It was a part of Yarick that Dusk had never encountered before. He felt his heart sink, thinking he’d annoyed the only person in the world who cared about him. For a moment he felt self-pity well up inside him, but then he had another thought: the library in the basement of the monastery. Yarick had made it his life’s work to collect those texts and preserve the magical history of mankind. Nothing had stood in the way of that goal and it seemed nothing would, including Dusk. The more he thought about it, the more he understood Yarick’s lack of empathy in the moment. It made sense in the same way that Dusk hadn’t let Lex and Tara stand in the way of achieving his freedom, so he had sent them packing.

Shifting his bow, Dusk willed his tired body forward to follow Yarick across the pockmarked cavern floor. They wound their way around and sometimes through pools of water that had collected there. Overhead there were more stalactites, some with full streams of water running off them into shallow depressions below. The walls of the cave were soaked and springs burst forth here too, spewing water in smooth, colorful mineral streaks that ran down the stone. Dusk lifted his nose, smelling the familiar earthen and even metallic scent, but noticed the cave smelled fresher and not stale like the one before, despite the heat and growing humidity. He lifted his finger to his ears, thinking they were full of water, but as they popped the pressure equalized and he could hear the running water nearby.
The cavern was slim and more than once, the pair had to squeeze their way between rock formations to continue on. Although there was an obvious path, the years of water and minerals had smoothed its surface and shrunk it in from the sides. A steady stream of warm water flowed down the center into the darkness that lay in front of them. A few not-so-shallow pools had to be sidestepped, and Dusk noticed more than a few of them were filled with black water and large enough to fall into. Crouching next to one he reached forward and pushed the glowing stone under the surface. The rough stone illuminated for a few feet before everything disappeared into darkness. From the surface they looked the same as all the others, but they had no bottom.
From just beyond the reach of the light Dusk saw a sudden silvery flash. He tore his hand out of the water instinctively, but felt foolish almost instantly. It had probably been a fish. Clicking his tongue at his hasty reaction, he quickened his pace to catch up with Yarick. 

For some reason, Yarick had stopped just ahead. Before Dusk could ask why, his eyes noticed a strange pink glow and glassy reflections ahead of them. Yarick pocketed his stone and Dusk followed suit in short order. For a moment it was too dim to see, but as his eyes adjusted he began to notice clusters of pink crystals growing out from the walls. Small pockets exploded outward into the open air with their needle-like points. They expanded across the thin path from the walls, creating a sharp and dangerous-looking blockade. Glancing around, Dusk could see they had no other path besides the one blocked in front of them.

“What do we do?” Dusk asked.

Yarick walked forward, reaching his hand out to touch the crystals. “We cut our way through.”

Dusk followed, stepping up beside him to advise, “I’ve seen growths like these before. They were at Tephyss’s lair when I found it. Although these are a different color.”

“That means we’re close.” Yarick handed his staff to Dusk. “Give me your sword.”

“Are you sure we should break them?”

“We don’t have any other choice.”

Reluctantly, Dusk drew and handed his sword pommel-first to Yarick. He didn’t want to see such natural beauty destroyed, but he was too weak to try and magic his way through.

“Step back.”

Dusk did as he was instructed as Yarick lifted the sword over his head, both hands gripping the hilt. With a grunt he swung it down hard, connecting with the pink crystals. They instantly exploded as if they were made of glass, shattering into a million sharp pieces across the floor. Dusk felt shards strike his arm as he shielded his face. When he peered back over, he saw Yarick lifting the sword again with streaks of blood across his exposed hands and face where the crystal had struck him as well. Without any hint of worry, he continued to hack away until the path was clear and the ground crunched underfoot like sand and gravel.

Yarick handed the sword back to Dusk and took his staff. “Watch where you step,” he said before pushing his way through without hardly a glance back.

Dusk arranged his bow and followed after, glad he’d not left his boots behind when they swam down the tunnel. The gap was short and wide enough to pass through comfortably now that the crystals were gone. Still, the broken stumps caught on their clothing, slicing through the fabric if they weren’t careful. 

As Dusk came to the other side he glanced over Yarick’s shoulder to see a large, domed cavern. The walls and ceiling were worn smooth and all around the water reflected the light of their glowing stones. The backside of the cavern plunged into the water that Dusk noticed was a dark green. Under the surface he could see the cold dark stone filled with rippling water that seemed to have been recently disturbed. The stone’s light bounced off the shinier surfaces, illuminating the water for a few feet down. In front of them the path narrowed in, creating a bridge to a large circular stone disk surrounded by water and covered in gleaming silver and gold coins. In the very center sat what they had been searching for: another dragon. 

This one, like Tephyss, seemed to be almost perfectly preserved. The skin and scales were stretched over the bones underneath, giving it the look of a long-dried corpse except that it was made completely of pink crystal. It glowed slightly, but not nearly as brilliantly as Tephyss had. This one, Dusk noticed, didn’t look like it had crashed there. It’s wings were folded tightly to its body and the tail curled around to meet the front of the snout. The creature was still massive, easily sixty feet from snout to tail, but without the wings folded out, it looked much smaller.

“We found it,” Yarick breathed. “We actually found Edoroth.”

“Edoroth?”

“That’s his name. He was the second-in-command.” Yarick glanced at Dusk then to the floor as if ashamed of what he said. “It was–uh... in the book.”

“Oh.” Something about Yarick seemed off to Dusk. He was acting odd, almost like he thought he was giving away too much information. Dusk couldn’t understand why He was sure Yarick had read the entire library at the monastery. He probably knew everything.

“There are stories of him, the dragon of Emerald Deep, and his doings in this part of the world. He was seen as a gentle protector, although nobody seemed to know where he disappeared to once he dove into the lake. Many thought he could breathe underwater. But it looks like we found out otherwise. He must have dove down and swam through underwater caves to come back up here, bringing all this gold and treasures with him.”

“Why... Why did the dragons collect gold?” Dusk glanced around at the mounds of coins that had been long forgotten. It was just like Tephyss’s cave. “If they could do magic, what did they need gold for?”

“That’s a long story and one I’ll tell you another time.”

He didn’t have long to wonder at the reason because as Yarick took a step forward, his foot slipped and caused a few coins to spill over the edge into the water. Immediately the ground began to rumble underfoot. Dusk stepped back instinctively towards the gap, dropping his stone to the ground and pulling his bow off his shoulders. Yarick held his staff at the ready and took a step forward. For a moment everything was still. Neither of them noticed a dark blue-green tendril slink over the edge of the stone bridge until it hooked itself around Yarick’s leg and pulled him into the water.

Dusk cried out as his companion was sucked under and disappeared out of sight, his own stone sinking into the depths below, bouncing off stone formations as it went. He spun around, pulling an arrow from his quiver and placing it on the string. He didn’t know if he should dive in after Yarick or wait for him to come back. The water around him began to roil and he sprinted down the bridge, not willing to leave his friend behind. He slid across the coins in the last few feet to the crook of the dragon’s neck, pushing himself low. He glanced to the left, noticing a gaping wound on the dragon’s side, previously hidden by its head. There was a reason Edoroth never made it out of the cave.

Seconds later something large burst out of the water. A muffled yell followed by a thud against the wall and the scattering of coins signaled the return of Yarick, but in what condition Dusk wasn’t sure. He leaned up over the edge of the dragon’s neck, trying to get a peek at Yarick before a deep voice echoed through the cavern.

“Who disturbs this sacred place of rest?” the voice asked. 

Dusk could feel the sound vibrating through his bones and in his chest. It was like a thousand stones grinding together at once, but far deeper than anything he’d ever heard. From over the dragon’s back he saw the massive head, like that of a snake, rise out of the water. A large spiny fin protruded from the top of its head and its mouth opened to reveal rows of sharp teeth. The eyes were ice white with a dark pupil each that expanded in the dim light. Each of it’s scales were bigger than his hand and the mouth was large enough to swallow him whole without issue. The underbelly was a lighter beige while the rest of the scales shifted in the light, changing from blue to green as they sparkled in the light cast by Dusk’s abandoned stone. The creature turned from side to side, a steaming breath escaping from its open jaws.

“I know there is another here...” it hissed. “I can hear your heartbeat, human.” It turned slowly towards the dragon’s skeleton, inching in closer. “And I can feel more than that. You have the eye of the dragon king.”

Dusk shifted lower, trying to stay out of sight. His foot knocked a few coins, causing them to clink against one another. The monster’s head whipped around, coming closer to Dusk. It sniffed the air near the dragon’s head, mere feet away from him before lifting up and turning its head to the side. It peered down with one icy white eye. He watched the pupil constrict, as if focusing, and his jaws opened once more.

“Why do you disturb this place, thief of the eye?” it asked, staring down at him. 

Knowing he had no means of escape, Dusk cleared his throat weakly. “W–we’ve come t–to just l–look... and p–pay our respects,” he stammered.

“Don’t lie to me, defiler!” the snake roared, his voice nearly bursting Dusk’s eardrums. “I know the ways of men! Liars, deceivers, destroyers, and betrayers, every last one of them.” He moved closer, the large eye less than a foot from Dusk. “You are no different. You have the eye of the great Tephyss, a treasure you do not deserve. Tephyss was the only man the great crystal ever gave gifts to. The only one worthy of such gifts.” He lifted away a few feet. “Tephyss still lives in the eye, but you keep him bound and chained with your bastard magic.”

Dusk trembled at every word, feeling the ground beneath him quake. The serpent rose higher, pulling his massive body up onto the stone bridge and coiling it slowly about the dragon skeleton. He was easily over a hundred feet long and as thick as Dusk was tall. As his body came out of the water he lowered his head down in front of Dusk.


“So tell me... now that you have taken the eye, why do you shun it’s power?”

“W–what?”


“The glove you fool!” the serpent roared. “You hold the greatest power the world has ever seen and yet you keep it bound.”

Dusk pushed himself back against the dragon’s neck. “I don’t want it. I just want to sell it.”

The serpent pulled back and deep thundering booms echoed from its body. It was laughing. “Greed. You humans are all the same.” The snake pulled back, lifting his head high into the cavern. “You have disturbed this sacred place, insulted Edoroth, lied to his protector, and defiled the treasure of the dragon king. Therefore, I will take it from you and your life. The power of Tephyss will live below the waves, forever out of the reach of men.” He said it calmly, as if it were a necessary truth. “Both of you will never see the light of day again.”

The snake turned away towards the back wall where Yarick lay in a pile of coins, still unconscious and bleeding.

“No!” Dusk yelled, pushing himself to his feet and drawing his bow.

He released the arrow, which struck with force, but merely bounced off the hard shining scales. Quickly he drew another arrow, knocked it, and aimed for the creature’s neck.

“Leave him alone!”

“You are brave... and foolish,” the serpent replied lazily, turning away from him once more. 

Dusk loosed the arrow once more, this time aiming for the lighter underbelly. His aim was true and the arrowhead wedged itself between two of the scaly plates, piercing the flesh. The serpent cried out in surprise, reeling backwards. A thin trail of blueish blood ran down his body.

“You little fool! You had your chance to run!” he roared. “I’ll kill you first.”

The snake reared back, opening its jaws and extending two massive fangs with needle-like points. Dusk had already drawn another arrow and this time a thought occurred to him. He remembered the symbol Yarick had drawn on the stone wall. Focusing on his gloved hand that pulled the arrow back, he drew what he thought was the symbol in his own mind and willed it down his arm and into the arrow. He didn’t know if it would work, but he had seconds to live and no other ideas. With a jolt of electricity down his arm, he let the arrow loose.

Time seemed to slow before his eyes as the serpent lunged, fangs extended. The arrow flew straight towards the open mouth of the creature, but as it did so it began to glow like the sun. Dusk felt his arm and skin go numb in an instant. The energy drained from him as the arrow split into three and pierced the roof of the serpent’s mouth. For a moment nothing happened until suddenly all three exploded with a force that threw Dusk to the ground and sent coins in all directions. The arrows tore through the head and body, sending brain, bone, and muscle in a fine spray across every surface of the cavern. The creature never even had a chance to cry out. Dusk watched as its body, now headless, began to coil violently in on itself, turning over and over, until it slipped off the stone and sank into the lake still thrashing.

Dusk found he was lying next to the head of the dragon. It seemed to merely be asleep once more. The spattered blood ran down its scales and across the closed eyelids, adding a redder tinge to the pink glow. Dusk reached out and put his gloved hand on it as his vision grew dark at the edges. There was no more energy left in his body. He was sure he was going to die. With one last look at the gentle face of the dragon beside him, he fell onto the scattered coins.
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Dusk felt cold. He opened his eyes and all he saw was darkness. He knew he must be dead, but somehow that didn’t feel quite right. There were sounds and voices coming from nearby and he could smell smoke drifting through the air mixed with the scent of something cooking. He wiggled his fingers, feeling them move across a soft fabric. As his eyes slowly began to adjust he found he could just make out the bricks in the walls and an empty fireplace off to his left. He was back in his room at the monastery, but he didn’t understand how. His body still felt weak and it was hard to move. The voices outside his door seemed to grow louder as footsteps approached. He couldn’t make out what they were saying, but they seemed to be in a heated discussion. The latch lifted and the heavy door swung inwards, orange light spilling into the room.

“Be patient,” a man’s voice hissed. “It’ll be over soon.”

There was a loud sigh. “Fine. But I’m tired of this charade.”

Dusk recognized Dak’s voice. He tried to make a sound, but it came out as a hoarse grunt. Dak’s head whipped around and stared at him, holding his lighted candle high to cast light over the room.

“Tell them he’s alive,” Dak said, turning back to the other person beyond the door. “And bring up some food.”

“Right away.”

Dak left the door standing open and made his way over to the side of the bed where there was an empty chair. “I see you’ve pulled through miraculously. I suppose that’s good news.” 

Dusk tried to answer, but again his parched throat could barely make a sound.

“Don’t speak. You’ve just barely come back from the brink of death. You need to rest.”

Dak took his candle to the fireplace and began to build a small fire. By the time he had it burning brightly another man came into the room carrying a tray with a bowl on it. He sat it on the bedside table and slipped away. Dusk wanted to say thank you, but was unable. He was so tired he didn't even recognize the man. Dak came and sat next to the side of the bed, picking up the bowl. He took his time slowly feeding small spoonfuls of broth to Dusk. It wasn’t much, but it tasted wonderful and within a few moments he could already feel a warmth spreading through his body.

Dak seemed to be distracted. More than once he stopped for no apparent reason and stared off towards the door. He didn’t speak to Dusk like they had so many times over the kitchen table while prepping food. 

“Is–is Yarick o–okay?” Dusk croaked as Dak put the bowl back on the tray.

“I said no speaking,” Dak snapped, tossing the spoon down on the tray. “Yes, he’s alive.” He placed the bowl on the tray as well and heaved a sigh. “Now get some rest and don’t leave this room.”

Without so much as a backwards glance, Dak scooped up the tray and headed out of the room, slamming the door behind him. Dusk was happy to hear Yarick was alive, but he was concerned with Dak’s sudden coldness towards him. After all, he had saved Yarick’s life, although he had no idea how they’d managed to return to the monastery. He decided, as soon as he was better, he’d do whatever he could to make it up to Dak. After Yarick, Dusk considered him one of his better friends in the order and he didn’t want him to be upset.

He waited up for some time, knowing that Yarick would come and visit as soon as he’d heard the news. After all, when he’d had the crystal removed, Yarick had stayed by his bedside until he awoke. But no one came. Eventually the exhaustion was too much to resist. Dusk’s eyes drooped closed and he was asleep once more.

The next morning was much the same. Dak came in, stoked the fire, fed him soup, and left without so much as a hello. When Dusk had tried to ask questions Dak pretended as if he hadn’t heard him. After a repeat of the same treatment at lunch Dusk decided to stay quiet. When Dak returned with his dinner he pushed himself up in bed and kept quiet. With much of his strength returned, he took the bowl before Dak could begin to feed him. He was still a bit shaky, but he could manage. With a curt nod and a grunt, Dak immediately turned on his heel and left the room again without a word.

One spoonful at a time Dusk ate his supper wondering what in the world he had done to upset everyone. Dak was treating him as if he didn’t exist and neither Kaden nor Yarick had come to visit him. He wanted to believe it was for a good reason. Maybe they had to go back to fetch the skeleton or maybe they were studying what they’d already brought back. Dusk wasn’t sure what the situation was since Dak wouldn’t answer his questions, but he couldn’t believe anything bad about Yarick. No matter how Dak acted, he knew Yarick would never abandon him. 

As he finished the soup and set the bowl off to the side an idea came over him. He would sneak out after everyone had gone to sleep and try to find Yarick. It wasn’t too long before Dak came back, stoked the fire, collected the tray, and left the room once more without a word. Dusk kept his head low and avoided eye contact, sinking back into old habits without realizing it. He waited for some time, feeling the strength return to his limbs.

Once he was convinced everyone would likely be asleep, he threw the blanket aside. Swinging his legs out of bed, Dusk pressed them to the cold floor. The sensation sent a shock through his system, but he was glad to feel it. Using the bedposts he walked himself over and knelt down in front of the trunk at the end of the bed. Inside he found his clothing washed and folded along with his boots. The cold was already seeping into his exposed skin as he began to pull everything on slowly. It took a while, but eventually he was dressed enough to go wandering indoors. 

With a lit candle in one hand he shuffled to the door. He cracked it open a few inches and peered out into the hallway. It was pitch dark and the cold air made him shiver. He doubled back for his cloak and threw it around his shoulders. Quietly he crept out of the room, shutting the door lightly behind him. As he stepped down the hallway he listened for voices, but all was silent. Most of the rooms were dark except for a low orange glow peeking under a couple of the doors. He knew Yarick usually spent his nights in the library, so he figured that that was as good a place as any to check first. 

It took a while to make his way down the stairs, but he successfully reached the landing without falling. The rest of the monastery was dark as well and didn’t look as if a single soul was still awake. He glanced out into the kitchens, seeing nothing but glowing embers in the fireplace. Turning the corner he braced himself for the last set of stairs that would lead him to the library. When he reached the bottom he noticed a stronger light coming from inside the room. Blowing out his candle he crept forward, leaning his back against the wall near the arched doorway. He listened for a long moment, but hearing nothing inside he leaned his head around the corner. There wasn’t anybody in the room, although he did notice the few books open on the table and a quill still resting in a bottle of ink next to half-used papers. It looked as if someone had been there only a moment ago. 

Dusk made his way into the room. To his left he noticed another dim source of light on the other side of some bookcases. Peeking around the corner carefully he saw Edoroth’s head resting on a table emitting a dull pink glow. He gasped quietly, pressing his hand over his mouth to stifle it. On the small table the head looked impossibly big, still trapped in a visage of peace and tranquility. Yarick had said he only wanted a small piece to experiment with, but the head was large enough to supply the entire order with magical powder for months. He thought for a moment that maybe they were keeping it for research, but it still didn’t sit right with him. Something was off. He remembered the serpent’s voice mentioning the greed of mankind and he wondered if it had gotten the better of Yarick or if someone had forced him to go back. Come to think of it, Dusk didn’t know how long he had been unconscious.

It was at that moment he caught a whiff of a strange smell. Before the library had always smelled of ink and paper, a scent Dusk could’ve gladly enjoyed forever. But what hit him then was the stench of rot. It was light, but pungent. Dusk lifted his arm to cover his nose, filtering it out with his sleeve. He wandered back to the center of the room and looked ahead. The door to the dungeons where he’d first met the order sat ajar, which was odd. Kaden had made it a point to seal it off, claiming he wanted to forget he’d ever been held there while his home was ransacked, especially since more than one of the brothers had been tortured to death in the chamber.

Dusk drew near and pulled the door open a little wider. One of the rusty hinges squealed and he winced, hoping no one had heard it. There was no sound of boots or voices coming for him, but the odor grew immediately stronger, wafting up the stairwell. Pushing more fabric over his face he relighted his candle and stepped forward, careful not to let his boots clack on the stone. The air grew more humid as he descended, his candle flickering in the dark. For some reason fear began to spread through his body and mind. He didn’t know what lay below waiting, but something about the smell and the door left open made him nervous. 

At the gravel landing he looked to his left, noticing the empty hallway that led to nowhere. His candlelight reflected off the back wall, but there was nothing there. Stepping past he noticed a dim light glowing ahead and the sound of hushed voices. Quietly he snuffed his own candle again and continued forward, careful not to crunch the loose stones underfoot. He reached the door to the dungeon which was standing ajar, and leaned in close, listening intently. Inside he heard voices, one of which he recognized as Dak.

“I’m getting fucking tired of this stupid scheme,” Dak hissed. “They’ve got me waiting on that slave hand and foot. I’ve had to spoon feed him of all things! I didn’t expect this kind of treatment when I signed up for this job.”

“It’s only a couple more days,” the other replied. Dusk recognized the voice as one of the other brothers, though he couldn’t remember his name. “After he’s recovered we’ll let the grandmaster know and we’ll be out of this hellhole.”

“We better be. We’ve already got the crystal, I don’t see what we need with some nobody.”

“The grandmaster wants him alive for some reason.”

“The grandmaster is hardly more than a court jester to the king. He doesn’t deserve his position in the first place. Maybe someone should take it from him.”

“Hush! He could be listening!”

“Oh please! Don’t tell me you believe that nonsense. He’s not a god. He’s a man, and a childish one at that. He can’t see and hear us all the time, that would be ludicrous.” Dak paused for a moment. “I bet I’d make a better grandmaster than him anyda—”

The door hinge squeaked as Dusk pushed it forward, not realizing he had been leaning against it.

“I told you he’s listening!” the other man hissed.

“It’s not the grandmaster you idiot! Someone is down here...” Dak said as he began to move towards the door.

Panicking, Dusk slunk down the hallway as fast as he could and turned to the left, forgetting the hallway came to a dead end. He heard the door swing open behind him and knowing he couldn’t make it to the stairs, he went to the far end and pushed himself into the corner. Sliding down the wall he curled himself up on the far side of a bench, hiding himself as well as he could behind it. As soon as he’d ducked down the candlelight fell over the hallway casting long shadows and obscuring him completely. He held his breath as the footsteps drew near, causing the shadows to grow shorter.

Dusk’s lungs burned as he continued to hold his breath. The footsteps stopped, but they remained close by. All they had to do was take another few steps forward and he’d be found. There was nowhere to run. The light suddenly shifted.

“There’s nobody here,” Dak called, his boots grinding against the floor.

“I told you he could hear you!” The voice paused for a moment. “Or... or maybe this place is haunted. Do you think they’d come back for us?”

“Enough of your superstition! This place has been drafty since we arrived. That’s all it was!” Dak scoffed, his footsteps growing further away. “No wonder you haven’t been promoted, you’re jumpier than a cat in a frying pan.”

Dusk heard the steps turn and head up the stairs. He let out the breath he’d been holding. The Circle of the Dawn had infiltrated the order, that much was obvious. Immediately he thought of Yarick and Kaden who hadn’t been to visit him. If what Dak had said was true, there was someone else in charge and Dusk’s friends might be in danger or already imprisoned. He had to find Yarick and warn him, or save him if he was already captured. Together they’d be able to get rid of the intruders. He was confident about that, at least.

Pushing himself up from the ground, Dusk pressed his hand against the stone wall and felt it give way under him, grinding across the loose gravel floor. He stumbled to the side, landing on one knee. Immediately the rotting stench pressed down on him tenfold and he retched onto the floor. Pressing layers of fabric over his face he dashed to the side, trying to get some fresher air. Gasping he turned back to see a section of the wall had sunk in, as if it were on hinges. Picking up his candle from the ground and lighting it once more, curiosity got the better of him. He walked to the edge of the door and pushed it a little further aside, holding his candle out into the dark open space.

The light fell across not one, but a heap of bodies. They were naked, their skin gray and black with rot. Eyeballs were fogged over, jaws hung open, and a pool of bodily fluids gathered around the corpses. It looked as if all of them were men and they all seemed to have once had a similar haircut. The bodies were bloated, some of them already having burst, their rotting guts spilling across the stone floor. Stepping back, Dusk swung the door shut, slamming it into place and ran down the hallway to escape the smell.

He suspected those were the original monks of the order. The sight of their rotting bodies wouldn’t leave his mind. He’d seen people die, but never decay, and it was a sight he would never forget. All he wanted to do was run, but he knew that he had to find Yarick. Something was terribly wrong and he needed to warn him or save him if necessary. He didn’t know how long the others had been dead, but there was more at stake than just Dusk’s life. 

Darting up the stairs Dusk cautiously opened the door to the library. He listened intently, but when all seemed quiet, he crept his way through the room and up the second set of stairs to the main floor. Rounding the corner to take the last flight to the dormitory from the kitchens, he ran full tilt into someone before he even had a chance to realize they were there. His candle fell to the ground and snapped as they tumbled to the floor, landing hard on the flagstones. Thinking it was Dak, Dusk scrambled away on his hands and knees, finally pushing himself to his feet. He snatched a kitchen knife from the table and turned to face his foe. However, what he saw was Yarick sitting on the ground with a bewildered look on his face.

“Dusk! What are you doing out of bed?” He slowly pushed himself to his feet. “I told Dak to make sure you got your rest.” Yarick glanced down at the knife. “What’s wrong?”

“Come with me,” Dusk commanded, tossing the knife back on the table. “Right now.”

“Did something happen? Are you okay?”

“Not here. Come on.”

Dusk grabbed Yarick by the sleeve and pulled him up the stairs, leading him towards his room. They both slipped inside and Dusk shut the door quietly behind them. Immediately he began to pace the room, glancing between Yarick and the door.

“Dusk, what’s going on?”

“The Circle is here,” Dusk replied, stepping up to him. “The Circle of the Dawn has found its way into the order.” Yarick opened his mouth to say something, but Dusk cut him off. “I heard Dak and another talking in the dungeon, they plan to turn me over to the grandmaster.”

“Tiernan?”

“Yes. They claimed he’d be here in a couple of days, or something like that.” Dusk was having a hard time recalling the details. “They killed members of the order! I found their bodies in a secret room in the empty passageway.”

“You did?”

“Yes. It looks like they’ve been there for a while.” Dusk stopped, looking up at Yarick. “Did you notice they were missing?”

“I confess, I did,” Yarick replied earnestly. “But Kaden said they had gone to town for supplies. When they didn’t come back I got worried.” He turned away, looking towards the glowing embers in the fireplace. “I can’t believe Dak was one of them all along...”

“What do we do?”

Yarick turned back. “It’s possible that Kaden is in on this, so we can’t go to him. We don’t know how far this deceit goes.” He walked past Dusk, patting him on the shoulder. “You did good work. Stay here and wait for me. I’ll go get the crystal and your weapons. We’ll sneak out tonight and leave them all wondering what happened. We’ll have too much of a head start for them to catch up.”

“Are you sure you don’t want me to go with you?” Dusk stepped forward towards the door.

“No!” Yarick commanded, then he softened. “I’ll be back in just a moment. Wait here.”

Dusk did as he was told, watching the door close behind Yarick. He paced the room for a moment before pulling his satchel out of his footlocker and tipping it out on the bed to check through his supplies. There was a small bag of coins, the glowing stone he’d made in the ruins, a tinderbox, his water skin, and one extra shirt. For some reason all the rest of his items had been removed including his dagger, Falgorin’s enchanted key, and the rations he’d taken along on their expedition. He stuffed everything back knowing it would be easy enough to hunt along the way for food, but he’d need to convince Yarick to help him find the key. It had already done too much good to leave behind. Just as he finished buckling the straps back down he heard the latch lift. A smile spread across his face, it was time to go. The door squealed open and orange flickering light fell across the room. Dusk spun on his heel, throwing the pack over his shoulder.

“I’m ready to g—”

Dusk saw Yarick standing in the doorway wearing a wicked grin, flanked by Dak and Kaden.

“Looks like our little production has come to an end. Lock him up.”
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Dusk didn’t attempt to flee as the men surrounded him and tied his hands behind his back, too dumbfounded to move. He kept his eyes locked on Yarick, watching the grin spread into a wide smile of triumph. Without a moment to speak he was torn from the room and pulled down to the dungeons, the stench of death wafting over him once more. Dak and Kaden threw him into a cell and locked the door. Without so much as a backwards glance they took their torches and left him in the cold darkness for the night.

It took him a long while to escape his bonds, but he was no better off once he wriggled out. Nothing he tried could get him out of the cell. He didn’t sleep. Instead he sat on the cold wooden bench with his head buried in his palms. He was too shocked to cry. Of all the people in the world to betray him, Yarick had been the last one he expected. The man who had treated him like a son, who had told him he was like a son, had turned on him. Or had he? It was more than possible that Yarick had been with the Circle the entire time, only catching up with them in Louring to join their expedition in good favor. Dusk began to slowly work through the past few weeks, trying to figure out where he had gone wrong, trying to find some warning sign he’d missed. 

All he felt was betrayal and anger as the night drifted on, mostly towards himself. He should have been smart enough to see it all coming. Thinking back it was now obvious that Yarick had tricked him into turning against his friends, and eventually Dusk drove them away of his own volition. Lex had been right all along: Yarick couldn’t be trusted. He’d warned Dusk over and over, but he never listened, only lashing out. He sat unmoving as the cold seeped into his skin and the numbness crept into his heart. He was utterly alone. No one in the world was going to save him and the only person he had to blame was himself. Lex and Tara were long gone, along with Maribel. He knew the Circle had finally won and the grandmaster would get his prize at last.

***
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Dusk didn’t know how long he was in the dungeon, but he sat without sleep until a bright light finally announced someone's arrival. His neck and shoulders were aching as he pulled his head up, staring towards the lightly slowly coming nearer. The person holding the torch walked to the side, lowering it into a bracket on the wall. The light spilled across his face and Dusk realized it was Yarick.

“Good morning, Dusk,” Yarick grinned. “I hope you slept well.”

Dusk felt anger unlike anything he’d ever experienced well up inside of him as he launched himself at the bars to the cell. His body collided hard and he strained his muscles shaking the door, trying to break the metal free from its mooring. Yarick just stood there and laughed.

“Why Yarick? Why would you do this to me?” Dusk yelled. “I thought I was like a son to you!”

“You’re a fool,” Yarick chuckled. “I never had a son to begin with.”

Dusk cried out and continued to shake the bars, trying to get them off the hinges, rage pulsing through his body.

“I think you need to sit down.” 

Yarick held up a gloved hand and traced a symbol in the air in golden light. With a sudden flash Dusk felt the energy drain from his body and his arms went limp. He fell backwards onto the bench, slumping down against the back wall.

“That’s better.” Dusk saw the crystal flash on the back of Yarick’s hand. Yarick noticed his glance. “Oh, yes. While you were recovering from surgery we tested the crystal. It’s quite simple to use, especially with it’s new container.” He held up the glove. “But you have a better connection it seems. I’m afraid even the simplest spells tire me out quite quickly, which is why I just siphoned your energy into my body. Thanks for the boost.”

“So you never needed the dragon to begin with?”

“The Circle needed it and you so graciously returned the book with the locations. Falgorin really was a prideful idiot, showing that book to you. We’re happy to have it back in our possession.” He leaned forward, resting his hands against the bars. “Thank you for your help in recovering Edoroth’s head. We’ll have the rest of the body moved soon. Between him and Tephyss, we’ll have enough powder to outfit a small army of mages for the king. The war will be much easier won now.”

“Yarick...” Dusk murmured. “Why? I don’t understand...” 

“Don’t understand what?”

“Why did you pretend to care for me?”

“Oh please, that’s half the fun.” Yarick’s face broke into a broad smile. “Making someone trust you and then breaking them is such a satisfying venture. One I hope you’ll come to know and enjoy at some point. Grandmaster Tiernan wants you alive, it seems you are more special than you know.”

“But why save me from the thieves’ guild? They were taking me to him already, weren’t they?” Dusk spat. “What was the point?”

“Who do you think told the thieves guild about your bounty?” Yarick scoffed and leaned away from the bars, pacing back and forth in front of them. “Who do you think drugged your wine and killed that whore?”

“You killed Eiran?”

“I had to. He woke up after you had been taken. He was running around, blubbering all over the place and trying to find someone to help. And he came straight to me. So I took him back to his room and put him to sleep permanently. Plus it made a convincing story to your friends, no?”

Dusk felt tears welling up in his eyes. “So what? You came to save me? Why?”

“Are you really that stupid? I’d already convinced you to mistrust your friends, but I needed something big to break the bond. I rode in and saved your life to cement your trust in me and also remove some competition from Emerald Deep for when the Circle moves in. And it worked splendidly. Between that and the sob story about my make believe son, I had you eating out of the palm of my hand.” Yarick stopped and turned towards Dusk, a sly smile inching across his face. “But when we finally reached the monastery, my compatriots made the final severing of your friends too easy by further driving a wedge between you. In fact, you surprised us all. You told them to leave, we didn’t have to kill them and cover it up. You made our jobs much easier.”

Hot tears of anger and regret were streaming down Dusk’s face. “Everyone here is part of the Circle?”

“Absolutely.” Yarick gloated joyously. “You were never meant to find the bodies, of course. We had infiltrated the Order of the Crystal Moon months ago to gain access to their collection. When I gave the signal, the entire order was slaughtered by those pirates and replaced by Circle members. They set the pirates to stand guard while they disguised and locked themselves away in the dungeons to be ‘rescued’ by us.” Yarick laughed, as if it were some grand joke. “To think, we did all this just so you would finally turn that book over to us willingly and trust us with the crystal. And help us get to the skeleton, of course. That was just icing on the cake. It would have taken us quite a while to get at it ourselves, especially with the guardian of the lake protecting it.”

Dusk lifted his gaze up to Yarick, a look of disbelief on his face.

“Oh yes, we knew about him too. Like I said, you made the job much easier since you were so willing to use the eye to save me. We could have lost many well-trained men, but you did it all by yourself and almost killed yourself in the process. I’m almost proud of you. I would have died if you hadn’t saved me.”

Yarick leaned in, pressing his ashen, pale face against the bars. He looked the same as when he’d come out of the water in the underground cave. Dusk thought he must have been wearing some sort of makeup to hide the complexion that all the Circle members had. That explained why Yarick had always insisted on being awake before everyone else. To make sure he didn’t look suspicious.

“We hoped it would never come to this,” Yarick said, gesturing to the cell. “To be honest, I do like you, boy.”

“Go to hell!” Dusk spat, lurching forward on the bench. 

“I like that fire you have burning inside you. For someone who spent their entire lives being nothing more than a piece of property, you have a lot of spunk. We need more of that in the Circle.”

“I’m not interested.” Dusk paused for a moment. “If you like me so much, then why don’t you let me go? I’m no good to anyone anyway. I just want to go make a life somewhere. I don’t care what you and the Circle do!”

“I said I like you, not that I would die for you,” Yarick replied coldly. “The grandmaster has asked for you specifically and I’ll be delivering you to him personally.”

“What does he want with me?”

“It seems you are more special than we originally thought.” Yarick turned away from the bars. “He’s wanted you from the beginning because of your bond with the eye, but there have been more developments.”

“Developments?”

“I’ll let him explain it to you when you see him in a couple of days.”

“He’s on his way here?”

“Oh no, the grandmaster is stationed in Alamond to oversee the reconstruction. We’ll be going to him.”

“How are we traveling across the continent in two days?”

“You seem to forget.” Yarick held up his gloved hand. “I have the crystal now and I also have the head of Edoroth. I have enough magic to take us anywhere in the blink of an eye without hardly lifting a finger.”

Dusk stared, the realization sinking in that he would soon be face to face with the man that had been hunting him for the last few weeks. Something in his gut told him that being under Tiernan’s thumb was going to be a terrible experience.

“Now this is my advice to you.” Yarick turned back to the torch and pulled it from the bracket. “You have a chance here. For some reason Tiernan thinks you could be an asset to the Circle. If you can impress him, you can be a part of this great undertaking.”

“Undertaking? To bring magic back to the world?”

“Yes. Thanks to you we’ve made some new discoveries and that’s put you in good standing with the grandmaster. Without you, none of this would’ve been possible.” Yarick wore an expression of earnestness. “Because of you, we might be able to return magic to the world permanently. The dragons gave mankind the gift to use magic; all of us have it in our blood, but we don’t seem to have the power to call on it anymore. Something is still missing, a link to the flow of magic.”

“So all of this is my fault?”

“In a way, yes. You have given us the key to take the next step forward. The grandmaster is a strange man, but he bestows gifts to anyone who helps him as much as you have.”

“I don’t want his gifts!”

“Think on it,” Yarick sighed. “There are only two options for you now: the Circle, or death. If you claim to want to live so badly, then you’d best reconsider where your allegiances lie and not turn down a gift from one of the most powerful men in the world.”

With that, Yarick spun on his heel and walked out of the dungeon, taking the torch with him and plunging everything into darkness once more. Dusk was left to contemplate his mistakes and misjudgments. Somehow, with every good intention, he’d led the Circle of the Dawn directly to what they’d been looking for. Not only that, but he helped them secure it. He’d trusted Yarick to keep him safe, but the more time he spent in the real world, the more he realized that wasn’t possible. It seemed there was danger around every corner, either natural or human, and nobody cared about anyone else but themselves. He’d known the world was full of greedy men as a slave, but he never thought it could ever affect him more than it already had. He was completely and utterly wrong.

Then there was the other piece Yarick had referenced, some sort of ‘key’ that Dusk knew nothing about. He tried to rack his brain for any clue of what it might be, but he came up empty-handed. Finally, it dawned on him suddenly, just as his thoughts began to wander. It was Tephyss’s Eye. He’d hand delivered it directly to the Circle twice, but this time it was no longer in his possession. They’d removed it from his body and sealed it once more so that it was no longer capable of doing damage to him or anyone else. Dusk felt a wave of shame roll over him, blaming himself for everything that had occurred along his journey and for what was going to happen to the world. If only he’d seen the truth sooner he could have stopped it all.

In the mines he had been doomed to a life of solitude and pain, but nobody was ever hurt because of him. Now he wondered if the world had been safer while he was trapped there. If he’d never found that cave, all of Ditania would still be safe from the shadow of the Circle. He wished he’d never escaped from that cart, that he’d been struck down before he made it to the woods, or he would’ve been killed along the way. He’d gained his freedom, but from the way Yarick and Falgorin had spoken, he’d doomed everyone else to slavery in the process.
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Dusk didn’t sleep much. When he did, his dreams were so filled with anxiety and shame that he couldn’t tell the difference between wakefulness and sleep anymore. When he finally rose from the hard bench he was even more exhausted than before and his senses were dulled from the lack of rest. He wondered how long he had been asleep. It felt like only a moment, but the endless darkness and unfluctuating atmosphere of the dungeons gave him no hint as to what time it was or how much had passed.

Questions still assaulted him from all sides, his brain raking ceaselessly over what he now knew. Yarick had given him just enough to set his thoughts in motion, but not enough to come to any conclusions. Why had people lost the ability to access magic? Yarick made it sound like there was just a piece, some kind of link missing, and not that magic was gone from the world completely. Had Dusk found the link with the crystal eye? Somehow it didn’t seem to be enough to carry out the Circle’s plans just yet. For some reason, they still needed more from him. Why else would they keep him alive?

Dusk turned his thoughts away from those questions and towards the offer Yarick had made the night before. Grandmaster Tiernan wanted Dusk breathing and Yarick wanted him inducted into the Circle of the Dawn. It meant that he’d live, that he’d have a life of a sort, but at what cost? All the members of the Circle looked pale and gray, as if the life was being siphoned off of them, which he assumed was a side effect of the magic they wrongly acquired. He would also be under the direct command of Tiernan and whatever plot he had. Dusk knew how organizations like theirs worked: he’d seen it in the mines and at the bandit hideout with Brand. If he didn’t follow every order with enthusiasm he would be cut down and left to rot in the sun or worse. 

Working for the nobles that had enslaved him, or the royal family that allowed those laws to continue, wasn’t an option and he knew what that meant. No matter what, Dusk knew he would come to an early demise. The possibility of the life he’d always dreamed of was gone. He’d driven his only friends away and now with the crystal gone, he was powerless. It wouldn’t be long before he was out of reach of anyone he’d ever known and being walked into the ruins of Alamond.

Dusk leaned back on the bench, lacing his fingers behind his head and closing his eyes. On the backside of his eyelids he could still see Lex and Tara’s faces. He replayed the good moments, the nights they’d spent together on their trek across the plains. Maribel was always there in the background, munching away on apples she had stolen from his pack. He saw the faces of the people they’d met along the way like the innkeepers and tavern owners who’d shown him kindness. Juniper was the last to make her way to his mind. He wondered what had become of her when the Inahan soldiers had continued their march eastwards. Had she been caught in the crossfire or had they been stopped before they got that far? She’d shown him so much grace and generosity when he’d tried to steal from her. He wished he could thank her, but she was unreachable and likely to remain so for the rest of his life, however short that might be.

He shook his head as tears began to stream down the sides of his face. Dusk knew he’d never see any of them ever again. Lex and Tara would always remember him as the ungrateful man that pushed them away when they were trying to help. Deep down he felt as if he deserved it. So many had died because of his mere presence. Eiran’s face leapt into his mind suddenly. Dusk could remember every feature, his beautiful amber eyes and soft brown hair. Eiran was one of the sweetest people he’d ever met, but now he was dead, murdered by Yarick just for knowing Dusk’s face and showing concern for his whereabouts. The world was a dark and unfair place that yearned to prove its cruelty at every possible turn.

Dusk rolled to his side, still feeling the hot tears streaming down his face. Sobs racked his body as he clenched his eyes closed. For a long while he lay there, chest heaving with sorrow and bitterness at this new life of being a target and a tool for cruel men to pursue, not so much unlike his decade in the mines. After a long while the sobs and tears stopped, but the darkness in his heart remained. Lost in the underworld of his mind he passed the day, slipping in and out of sleep without noticing.

Unsure of how much time had passed, Dusk opened his eyes once more to find a bright torchlight burning outside his cell and keys rattling in the lock. He blinked a few times and rubbed away the grogginess with the back of one hand. When they finally focused he saw Yarick swing the door open wide and step inside the cell. He held a set of metal manacles in one hand and wore a large grin. His gray robes had been replaced with a black cloak and his skin retained it’s ashen color. Dusk noticed the leather glove still on his hand that held the crystal.

“The time has come,” Yarick stated happily. “We’ve got everything set up to take us directly to Alamond. Both sides of the gate are ready.”

Dusk didn’t respond as he sat up, wiping some of the dried tears away from his face.

“Have you considered my offer? We really could use someone like you.”

Again, Dusk didn’t answer.

“Well, maybe Grandmaster Tiernan can be more persuasive. He’s always had a way with people.” Yarick stepped forward and pulled Dusk to his feet. “Besides, we have lots of time once we reach Alamond.” 

Yarick spun Dusk around and pulled his arms behind his back. He locked both of the manacles in place, careful not to damage Dusk’s wrists. It was almost a kind gesture that Dusk hated him for. The rough metal rubbed against the old scars, a familiar sensation that he’d almost forgotten.

“I’m sorry this isn’t an easier transition for you.”

“Don’t lie to me!” Dusk spat. He had nothing left to lose. “I don’t want your fucking apologies!”

Yarick paused for a moment, then laughed. “By the gods! I love that fire you have in you!” He wheeled Dusk around and pushed him out of the cell from behind, holding the manacles tight. “That is what will make you a great member of the Circle.”

Dusk clenched his teeth, willing himself to stay silent as Yarick led him through the door and up the stairs to the library. He hadn’t realized how foul the air in the dungeon had gotten until he stepped through the wooden door into the warm library. The sweet smell of parchment and ink struck him like lightning. Breathing in deeply, he savored the scent as he was led through. Too quickly they passed out of the room and up the second set of stairs. As they came through the door at the top Dusk saw that Dak was waiting for them. 

“No troubles?” Dak asked, giving Dusk a once over with his judgemental eyes.

“Please, I think I can handle one half-starved prisoner,” Yarick scoffed. “I may be older than you Dakarius, but do not misjudge my age for weakness.”

“Yes, sir,” Dak replied with venom in his voice. “Let’s get this over with. I’m tired of this place.”

Before Yarick had a chance to retort, Dak pushed his way past them and down the long hallway at speed. Dusk heard Yarick grumble to himself as they continued forward. They took the first left and then a right until they found themselves passing through the side door of the large temple. It was the place where he and Yarick had first entered the monastery and found the pirates, but it had undergone a transformation. 

The broken wooden pews had been removed from the room entirely revealing nothing but the dark stone floor beneath. Torch sconces lined the sides of the room, all blazing with light. The room was thick with the smell of smoke and the heat washed over Dusk like a welcoming blanket. At the front of the room there was a large circle drawn on the ground in white chalk. It consisted of many geometric patterns, runes, and several large overlapping shapes. In the very center was the altar, upon which sat Edoroth’s head with one horn now missing. On the opposite side of the altar, leaning against the back wall, was a massive gold-framed mirror with ornate scroll work. It was just like the one that had been destroyed at Windshear Pass.

On all sides of the large drawn circle stood men in black cloaks with their hoods pulled up. Dusk couldn’t make out their faces. One who stood in the center of the runes near the altar, turned towards the sound of the creaking door. He lifted his pale hands up and pulled back the hood. Kaden smiled at them both, gave a nod, and motioned for them to step forward and join him.

Yarick gave Dusk a hard push as he’d come to a stop without noticing it, trying to take in the room and its new contents. They crossed the hall and stepped over the complex series of patterns on the ground. Yarick led Dusk directly to the opposite side of the altar and placed him there, facing the mirror. Kaden came to his side, wrapping his thin fingers around Dusk’s upper arm. Letting go of the manacles Yarick walked to the mirror and held up his gloved hand. He stepped in front of it, traced a small glyph over the tarnished surface just above his head, and stood silent for a moment. Nothing seemed to happen. As Yarick stepped away, Dusk saw that his reflection did not. Looking up into the reflection’s eyes, he watched the form shift and change. With a single blink the reflection transformed from Yarick to the last person Dusk ever wanted to see.

“We meet again, Dusk,” the grandmaster said, his smooth jester-like voice breaking through his smile. “It’s been a while, and I’ve missed your charming smile.”

“Not long enough,” Dusk hissed, pulling against Kaden’s grasp.

“It’s been far too long for me, dear boy.” Tiernan crossed his arms and stepped forward, coming to the edge of the mirror. Beyond him Dusk could make out the familiar stone architecture of Alamond and hanging ivy illuminated by a beam of sunlight. “I’m happy we’ve finally found you.”

Dusk spit at the mirror, his saliva striking the glass and running down the surface. Kaden reached up and cuffed him across the head. Tiernan pulled a cloth out of his pocket on the backside of the mirror. To Dusk’s surprise, the glass was wiped clean and Tiernan tucked the cloth away once more.

“So much spirit for a slave. That’s so exciting.” Tiernan reached up and ran his fingers through his hair. “You’ll be a great asset to the Circle, I just know it. And I’m sure you tell a mean story to boot! You’ve been through so much!”

“I’m not joining your band of assholes!”

“Is that so? I admire your resolve, but I’m afraid you have no choice. This merry band of assholes wants you. You’d be a perfect fit. You’ve already passed all our tests.”

“I don’t want to join your shit show!” The statement sent Dusk back to the day Lex had yelled the same thing at Brand. 

But nobody struck out at Dusk. Tiernan just stood there, a large grin filling his face.

“What is wrong with my shit show, as you put it?”

“You want to do nothing but hurt people! You serve greedy nobles and warmongering kings!”

“Oh, my dear boy, you are dead wrong.” The smile wavered on his face. “I don’t serve anyone but myself and the good of mankind.”

“That’s a lie!”

“A lie? But I always tell the truth! Tell me Dusk, why don’t you want to bring magic back to the world?” He paused for a moment, but Dusk gave no answer. “Can’t you imagine what a great gift that would be to mankind? The lives of all those poor people made easier? Why, we’d be able to give them better homes, better food, and medical care the likes of which the world has never seen! We could give mankind what it deserves without having to be second to the dragon lords. At last we would be our own masters.”

“For a price,” Dusk seethed. “You just want to line your pockets.”

“Everything comes at a price.” Tiernan turned slightly to the side, staring at one of his fingernails. “Animals eat one another to live, plants consume the sun and rain so we can breathe, even the salt we mine from the earth must be paid for in blood and sweat. Every ounce of freedom you’ve enjoyed has come at the price of other’s lives, whether plant, animal, or man. You would never have escaped if those guards hadn’t been killed. You wouldn’t be here now if you hadn’t killed my men at the pass. In fact, you and your friends left the pass so weakened that the Inahandrian soldiers were able to march right through and destroy many small villages in their wake.” He turned his gaze to Dusk’s, locking their eyes. “To be clear, your freedom has been more costly than anything I’ve ever done. Bravo.” He gave three slow claps.

“Shut the fuck up!” Dusk yelled, the tears forming at the corners of his eyes.

“Don’t be upset. These things happen.” Tiernan’s lips curled up, revealing his teeth in a wicked smile. “But I’m here to offer you salvation.” He spread his arms wide. “By joining us you can right all your wrongs and make up for the great cost of your life by helping us return magic to the world. Sure, the nobles will charge a few coins for their services, but you’ll have helped thousands. You can repay your debt to the world. And I’m sure you’d look great in black.”

Dusk sank down to his knees, striking the flagstone hard. It felt like the weight of every life he’d taken was on his shoulders. Deep down, he knew Tiernan was right. If he’d never escaped all those people would still be alive. It was almost like he had heard the thoughts still bouncing around in his head from the past two days.

“Just kill me...” he whispered. “I don’t want to live... I don’t deserve it.”

“I could never kill you, Dusk. You’re family to me.”

Dusk slowly lifted his head, looking at Tiernan staring down at him. “We are not family.”

“Wrong again,” Tiernan giggled. “You don’t think we look similar? Even you can’t be that blind.”

Dusk didn’t understand why he was saying those things. It didn't make any sense. But as he lifted his head again he stared up into Tiernan’s eyes and noticed they were dark brown just like his. He had the same dark shaggy hair. Even the copper tone of their skin was the same, although Tiernan’s looked a bit paler. Dusk realized they could have been brothers if he didn’t know better, but he’d never had a sibling or family that he knew of. 

“I can see it in your eyes, the realization.” Teirnan laughed again, as if it was all some big joke. “Yarick told me you can hear Tephyss when you use the eye and soon enough I’ll be able to hear him too.” He gave a low chuckle. “We are all that’s left of a long line of ancient royalty. But the difference between you and I is that I’ll take full control of the crystal and its power, while you remain just a puppet to that relic from a bygone era!” Tiernan stepped forward, producing a twisted black metal crown studded with rubies from underneath his cloak and placed it on his head. The rubies flashed brilliantly as if they were lit from within. “You and I are the heirs to the betrayer king of Alamond and I will be taking my rightful throne.”

Suddenly Tiernan’s plans became crystal clear.

“Thanks to you, dear cousin, I now have the most powerful magical object that has ever existed. The power of the great dragon king Tephyss. Nobody will stand in my way now. But if you’ll join me, you can stand by my side.”



    
        Don't miss out!

        
            
                Click the button below
            
            and you can sign up to receive emails whenever Blake R. Wolfe publishes a new book.  There's no charge and no obligation.
        

        
            
                
                    
                        [image: Sign Me Up]
                

            
            https://books2read.com/r/B-A-CVCS-EOSWB

        

        
            
            [image: books2read]
            

            Connecting independent readers to independent writers.

        

    



  	
	    
	      Also by Blake R. Wolfe

	    

      
	    
          
	      Bone, Stone, and Wood

          
        
          
	          Exordium (Coming Soon)

          
        
          
	          Arbitrium (Coming Soon)

          
        
          
	          The Crystal Moon

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Crystalline Chronicles

          
        
          
	          The Crystal Eye

          
        
          
	          The Crystal Archivist

          
        
          
	          The Crystal Key

          
        
          
	          The Crystal Heart

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Jonathan's Letter

          
        
          
	          Lake Arcadia

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Blake R. Wolfe’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    



  	
    
	    
	      [image: Blake R. Wolfe]
	    

	  
	    About the Author

        
            Blake spends most nights with his laptop pulled close, clacking away on the keyboard to get the next great idea written down. Surrounded by piles of notebooks, journals, and a cat of course, he does his best to keep his brain on the task at hand.
Blake has published across multiple genres, but prefers the fantasy realm to all others. He is a beach bum during the summer, a wannabe yogi, and an avid Muppets fan. Seriously.

You can sign up for new releases, giveaways, and freebies on his website.


        

    
	    
	      
	      Read more at Blake R. Wolfe’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
CRYSTALLINE
CHRONICLES





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/ata_image.jpg





d2d_images/b2r_image.png
BOOKS 7)) READ





d2d_images/new_release_sign_up_button.png
Sign Me Up!





d2d_images/scene_break.png





