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The brilliant flash of violet light from the wizard's incantation subsided as soon as it began, bringing with it a change in scenery. Aiden Wainwright blinked his bleary eyes, attempting to adjust to his new surroundings. Gone were the cramped, towering buildings of Fairloch and the ash-covered desolation the Ironlord’s destruction had unleashed upon the city.

Instead, Aiden stood in the middle of a circular chamber not more than six yards across. Grey stone bricks interwoven with lines of glossy black metal formed the walls, and this fact alone indicated he had returned to the Tower of Blackwood Glade. A tall cylinder filled with swirling blue light hummed nearby, a familiar design to Aiden who had come across such generators before. This tower was practically full of such ancient relics, an astonishing achievement considering their age and rarity. 

Terinus, former wizard to the king of Aielund, had taken the form of a small black cat for the past few days to “hide from his masters”, as he’d put it. The cat looked up at Aiden briefly before darting through his legs and running through an open door behind them. Slightly bewildered at this odd behavior, Aiden slowly began to follow him out, but stopped short when a small person appeared in the doorway.

“’Ullo there guvna,” the small man greeted him in a cheery voice. Given his short stature he was clearly a raelani, with a wide grin and mischievous green eyes. “Don’t you worry about the boss, 'e’s prob'ly just a bit tired from prancin’ around like a cat for a few days. Does funny things to the mind after a while, I reckon. 'E’ll just go and cough up some fur balls and be right as rain, ‘e will.”

“Who the hell are you, his butler?” Aiden asked in a not entirely polite voice.

“Aye, that I am, sir, that I am,” the chatty man replied. “Lucas is me name. See to all ‘is needs, I do. Well, some of ‘is needs, let’s be clear about that! Oh, that’s a corker that is. Yeah, me and the missus sort of ‘ang around, do the cookin’ and cleanin’ and such. Sure, living in a tower with a giant wizard ‘as its downside too, but ‘e’s very considerate of my, shall we say, vertically challenged nature.”

Aiden moved past Lucas and peered down the hallway. The walls had been repaired since his last visit, and there were no lingering signs of their previous battle remaining. As before, the immense area within the tower seemed impossible — the hall went on for nearly fifty yards in either direction, with doors leading off from the main thoroughfare at regular intervals. Of the black cat, there was no sign.

“I don’t recall seeing you or your wife here last time,” Aiden remarked.

“Maybe ‘cause we was ‘iding from the earth-shaking battle goin’ on in ‘ere, wot?” Lucas chuckled. “If you don’t mind me sayin’ so, you look ‘alf dead on yer feet, so ‘ows about I get you a room? If you’ll follow me, sir...?”

Aiden followed Lucas along the hallway for a short distance until the raelani butler opened a door and ushered Aiden inside. It was a small stateroom along the edge of the tower wall, with the usual amenities and a narrow, vertical window offering a spectacular view over the surrounding forest. The walls were the same dark stone as everywhere else in the tower. A raelani woman with sharp features and long hair pulled back in a tail was busily preparing the bed.

“Almost done,” she said in a high-pitched voice, as she smoothed out the blankets. It must have taken some effort to make a bed for someone twice her size, but she performed her task with practiced ease.

“There you are, my sweet,” Lucas crooned. “You recall Mister Wainwright, don’t you?”

“I could hardly forget,” the tiny woman remarked ruefully. She scrutinized Aiden with piercing blue eyes before continuing to speak. “A right mess you are, sir. I’ll draw down a bath before leaving you to rest up. My name is Saffron, and if you need anything during your stay at the tower, Lucas and I are at your service.”

“That’s right,” Lucas chortled, “we’re ‘ere to service your every need. Well, almost, if you get wot I mean! Geddit, luv?”

“Yes, Lucas,” Saffron sighed, “it’s only the thousandth time you’ve made that joke.”

“Well, the classics never get old, know wot I mean?” Lucas shrugged with a wink to Aiden. “Course you do, guvna. Yeah, Saffy and I have been together a long time now, ain’t we luv?”

“A very long time,” Saffron answered in a flat voice, as she began pumping a handle on a nearby metal pole, which poured steaming water into a ceramic tub. 

“Try not to sound too enthusiastic there luv, you might give the wrong impression,” Lucas advised, rolling his eyes as he spoke. “What couple doesn’t have some ups and downs eh?”

“How did you come to be working for Terinus?” Aiden asked, curious in spite of his weariness. 

“Oh, that’s a long story that is,” Lucas answered, “but I don’t mind tellin’ ya we wouldn’t be alive now if it weren’t for the benevolence of the man in the black robe.”

“Benevolent is hardly the word I would use to describe him,” Aiden grumbled. 

“Ah, that’s ‘cause you don’t know the terrible burdens 'e carries, see? I’ll leave it for ‘im to speak for himself, as is only proper.”

“’Ave you eaten?” Saffron asked of Aiden as she finished up with the tub.

“I... no, not for some time,” he confessed.

“I’ll make you something nice while you wash off that layer of muck. You look like you’ve been in a fire, doesn’t ‘e Luke?”

“Aye that ‘e does Saf,” Lucas concurred sagely. “’ardly a surprise, given the size of the fireball that went up over the city. Could see the flash all the way down ‘ere, don’t ya know?”

“Yeah I saw it,” Aiden whispered, recalling their near-death experience in the aftermath of destroying the Ironlord.

“I think our guest needs to freshen up,” Saffron advised, nudging Lucas out of the room as she went past. 

“Right you are luv,” Lucas agreed. “If there’s anything you need, just pull the blue cord and one of us’ll be ‘ere quick as ya like.” Saffron pulled him out of the room and closed the door before he could say anything else, leaving Aiden to peace and quiet. The steam from the tub billowed into the cool air, beckoning Aiden to relax his weary muscles and clean off the grime. 

Slowly, he dropped everything he was carrying to the floor and shed the torn and dirty robe which had seen him through so much turmoil. He saw a flicker of movement out of the corner of his eye, and noticed a floor-length mirror reflecting his image. He stared at it, taking note of just how far the golden scales had spread over his body. 

His entire left arm was completely transformed into that of a dragon’s, and most of his left leg looked the same. His back was covered in scales. This was the price of tapping so heavily into his sorcerous power, for the origin of that power was the dragon Salinder, long dead, but evidently still having an influence on his life. 

Aiden could barely generate any feeling at all, even looking upon the extent of his changes, and he came to realize he’d felt this way since the fall of the Ironlord. Gone was his anger and fear, leaving only a hollow emptiness in its place. As he slipped into the warm waters of the tub, he contemplated his recent decisions which had led him to this place and concluded he wouldn’t change a thing. They had won the war, but at a terrible price. 

As Aiden thought about the mysterious things Terinus had recently hinted at, the warmth of the water carried him off to sleep. He dreamed of soaring through blue skies on golden wings, of descending upon helpless people below and piercing their feeble skin with his sharp talons, sending a river of blood flowing over the ground.  
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Aiden awoke later in the day to the warm light of the setting sun, streaming through a narrow window. The bathwater had become cold, and he shivered as he climbed out and dried himself off. He was momentarily startled by the appearance of his right hand, which was perfectly normal as far as human hands went. His dreams of soaring through the skies seemed to have gone on for hours, leaving him confused as to what constituted “normal” where his body was concerned. 

There was no sign of the robe which had seen Aiden through the long journey from the wastelands of Hocarum, to the bustling civilization of Fairloch. Instead, fresh clothing was laid out on a chair nearby, suggesting he had received very quiet visitors while he’d slept. He quickly dressed, then left the room in search of his enigmatic host. Aiden had many, many questions in need of answers.

The interior space of the tower’s top floor still amazed him. Its dimensions were simply impossible given the building’s limited size, and it took a few minutes of searching to locate the black robed wizard in another room further along the hall. This one had odd-looking tools arranged in prepared spaces along the wall.

Terinus stood at a workbench, with his attention focused on something laid out on the surface before him. Aiden watched him working for a moment, before stepping into the room on soft-soled slippers.

“I trust you find your accommodations adequate, Aiden?” the wizard asked in his rasping voice, without looking up.

“Quite,” he replied, caught off guard by the unexpected greeting. “I would even go so far as to call them ‘palatial’, the décor not withstanding. I see you’ve put your royal stipend to good use.”

“I have never accepted money from the king,” Terinus said, turning to face Aiden. “Face” being a relative term, for the wizard’s features were, as ever, hidden within the depths of his hood. “I serve another master, as I’m sure you’ve—”

“Show me your face,” Aiden interrupted him. It wasn’t an order, as such, but he’d had quite enough of the wizard’s ongoing subterfuge.

“I do not see how my appearance is relevant,” Terinus hedged.

“On the contrary, it’s very important,” Aiden pressed. “If we’re going to be working together, I want to see who it is I’m dealing with. Remove your hood, sir.”

Terinus seemed to consider this for a moment and then slowly raised his hands to the edge of the fabric surrounding his head. When he pulled it back, Aiden’s theories as to the wizard’s true nature crumbled in an instant.

“You’re an elf?” he exclaimed in surprise, noting the pointed ears poking out from his hair. 

“You were expecting something else,” Terinus stated dryly. His hair, like the stubble on his chin, was white, but long and sparse. Elongated grey eyes gazed back at Aiden, filled with a combination of ancient wisdom and great pain. His skin was weathered and cracked like old parchment, and dark tattoos in sweeping shapes weaved across his face. 

“I thought you might have been one of the ancients,” Aiden mumbled. “Your knowledge of their relics...”

“Stems from long years of study, and service to those who created them,” Terinus finished, obscuring his face beneath the confines of his hood once more. “I trust I have satisfied your curiosity?”

“You’ve only scratched the surface.”

“I thought you might say something like that,” Terinus muttered. “It would be expedient for me to explain more while we dine, along with my other guests.”

“Others?” Aiden inquired. “Oh, you mean Nellise and the rest.”

“Indeed,” Terinus rasped. Aiden now understood that the nature of his dry voice was his extreme age. Elves were renowned for being long lived, but the elf standing before him must have been pushing his people’s renowned longevity to their limits. “Lucas will guide you to the dining room, where I will meet you shortly.”

“Wotcha?” the diminutive butler squawked from behind, giving Aiden a start. 

“Yes, quite,” he mumbled as Terinus returned to his work. Evidently, their brief discussion had concluded for the time being.

“Busy man, ‘e is,” Lucas advised as he led Aiden down the hall. “Don’t you worry ‘bout a thing, mate, Saffy and I ‘ave got ya covered. Just take a seat with the others and we’ll bring out a proper meal.” 

“How did you and your wife come to be working for him?” Aiden asked curiously.

“Oh, that question again eh?” Lucas chortled. “Must look strange to you, for sure. Truth of it is, a plague struck our ‘ome town near Brigham, in the Rael Islands. You know where it’s at?”

“Yes, I’ve seen maps.”

“Well, the ‘ole bloody place was green to the gills,” Lucas explained with expansive gestures. “Figuratively speakin’, of course. Problem was, nobody looked sick ‘til they keeled over. Trifling inconvenient, if you ask me. I was comin’ over all feverish and such, with Saffy doting over me when this towering figure in black robes appears at the foot of me bed. Figured I was seein’ the grim reaper and I was about to shall we say, step off, when there was this flash o’ purple and Saffy and I show up ‘ere.”

“He saved you?” 

“Aye, that ‘e did,” Lucas confirmed. “Came better overnight while he did some tests on the both of us. He said there was nothin’ that could be done for the others, and he was bendin’ some rules just to keep us ‘ere, but ol’ Teri’s done right by us ever since.”

“So, you recovered overnight, without any direct help from him?” Aiden inquired, pausing in the middle of the hallway.

“Yes, well, he didn’t heal us directly, as such,” Lucas hedged. “There’s something ‘bout this place keeps us alive, so we can’t actually leave it or we’ll be dead within hours.”

“Ah, that explains much. I don’t recall hearing about such a deadly plague anytime recently,” Aiden mused. “When did this happen?”

“Oh, well, time passes a little differently ‘ere, if you know wot I mean. ‘Ard to keep track of it.”

“Lucas —”

“A hundred and seventy-two years ago,” the raelani blurted to Aiden’s astonishment. 

“You and Saffron have been here, serving Terinus, for the better part of two centuries?” 

“Beats dyin’, I guess,” Lucas said with a shrug. 

“And in this time, you haven’t aged a day?”

“Nope, I’m the same ‘andsome young stallion I was all that time ago,” Lucas confided with a wink. “I know wot you’re thinkin’ now. If this place stifles the passage of time, ‘ow old is black pajamas back there, eh? Probably bordering on a couple of millennia, if you ask me. Look, don’t worry yourself with any o’ our troubles, ‘cause from what he tells me, you and yours ‘ave a lot more to deal with in the near future. ‘Ere’s the dining room, just go make yourself comfortable, and we’ll be back in a jif.”

As Lucas scuttled off, Aiden’s mind whirled at the possibilities of what he’d just learned. Not only did this strange tower defy all conventions on size, but shirked the laws of time as well. On top of all that, the very idea of Terinus being nearly two thousand years old beggared belief. It was too much to think about on an empty stomach, so he entered the dining room and took in the simple splendor. 

The chamber was large enough to comfortably accommodate a long table, and had a roaring fireplace at the far end. Simple candelabra lined the walls, shedding a soft light across the smooth wooden table in the center. Seated at the table were Aiden’s friends and companions, cleaned and attired for proper dining. They ceased a quiet discussion amongst themselves when Aiden stepped into the room and turned to regard him in silence. 

“Hello,” Aiden greeted them, waving his clawed hand.

*          *          *
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WHAT FOLLOWED WAS THE most awkward dinner Aiden had ever experienced. Few words were spoken, but many looks were exchanged back and forth between the tower’s guests. Even the cheerful Lucas took one look at the scene and departed soon after delivering platters of food. Roast boar, potatoes and a rich gravy occupied Aiden’s attention, interrupted only by the clattering of cutlery on plates. Nellise Sannemann’s golden eyes followed his clawed hand as he reached for a bread roll, and it was she who finally broke the silence.

“Am I the only one who finds that disturbing?” she inquired of nobody in particular. She wore her fine golden hair in a braid this evening. 

“Get in line,” Robert Black mumbled without looking up. The scarred mercenary seemed out of place wearing fine garments and sitting at a table.

“How do you think I feel?” Aiden remarked casually. He was beginning to become used to his altered appendage, and certainly understood their concerns.

“Honestly, you seem rather calm about it,” Nellise pointed out, dabbing her mouth with a napkin.

“It’s been gradually transforming over the course of the past couple of weeks, so I’m used to it already.”

“Have you been toying with strange magic again?” the cleric asked with a raised eyebrow.

“If I may,” came Terinus’ ancient voice, drawing the attention of all present with his first spoken words since sitting at the table. His hood was pulled back, revealing both his elvish and sorcerous heritage to all. 

“By all means,” Robert answered dryly.

“Aiden’s body has been dramatically altered by the dragon Salinder, essentially fusing the essence of two creatures into one body,” Terinus explained. “The more Aiden invokes the dragon’s power, the more he grants it greater dominion over his physical form.”

“Dear God, why?” Nellise breathed. 

“This is pure conjecture on my part, but given the forces involved in such a procedure, it is likely Aiden died at some point in his life, allowing Salinder a chance to instill part of his own being into the essence of Aiden’s soul, before bringing him back from beyond.”

“Death is an exaggeration, but you’re not far off,” Aiden remarked blandly.

“You ascribe this dragon with the power of a deity,” Nellise remarked diffidently. “One might almost consider such talk as blasphemous, if one were so inclined.”

“Don’t start getting all zealous,” Robert advised her. “The Church of Aielund is basically non-existent at the moment, so it’s a moot point.”

“The greater the being, the more power it can exert over the cosmos,” Terinus countered, his grey eyes locked with Nellise’s golden ones. “It isn’t theology I speak of, merely a form of science. What is a god but a highly advanced life form, able to see and manipulate the fabric of space and time to its own design?”

“We seem to be getting off-topic here,” Pacian Savidge interrupted, glaring at them from under his lank white hair. “Aiden has a claw instead of a hand. What’s up with that?”

“The short answer,” Terinus explained with diminishing patience, “is that if Aiden continues to draw upon the dragon’s sorcery, it will gradually consume him, transforming him completely and irrevocably into an avatar of the dragon itself.”

“And what will happen to me?” Aiden asked quietly.

“You will most likely cease to exist as anything more than a dream, or a memory,” Terinus said in a detached voice. “If precautions are taken this need not occur, which is something I will discuss with you in due course. For now, finish your meal for there are other, more pressing questions you wish answered, yes?” Aiden responded by pushing away his half-finished plate.

“Do you not find the food to your satisfaction?” Terinus asked casually, continuing to eat his own meal. 

“I suddenly find myself with a lack of appetite,” Aiden muttered. The others looked at him with a mixture of sympathy and curiosity, especially Sayana Arai, for the sorceress has already figured much of this out days before. She had attempted to tame her wild red hair, but as the evening wore it had rebelled against her attempts to restrain it. 

Nellise also pushed away a half-eaten meal, but had her own reasons for doing so. “Personally, I find it difficult to stomach a meal sitting across from a mass murderer such as yourself,” she said to Terinus, who neither flinched nor stopped eating. A tense silence hung over the table for a long moment before he answered.

“I will not try to justify my actions, for they are beyond forgiveness,” the wizard replied carefully. “They are not, however, beyond redemption, and it is for that reason I have summoned you all here this evening.”

“It is well you do not seek forgiveness, for you will find none here,” Nellise added. 

“Steady Nel, he’s trying,” Pacian counselled knowingly. His knowledge of repentance was extensive. 

“Lady Nellise,” Terinus rasped, finally pushing aside his empty plate, “are you not also familiar with the burden of a guilty conscience? Can you not recognize a soul yearning for redemption? Pacian certainly knows of such things, and if you have patience and faith for him, then might I not be worthy of the same?” Nellise stared at him before lowering her eyes.

“It is very easy to judge someone prematurely, and I must confess I have done so with you, sir,” she apologized.

“It was unavoidable, given that I haven’t had the opportunity to speak with you so candidly before now,” Terinus shrugged. 

“Perhaps you should start by telling us who you are,” Aiden suggested, “and why you’ve been manipulating events for so long.” Terinus nodded in silent accord, before reaching for a pull-rope hanging nearby. A small bell rang as he tugged on the rope, and within moments Lucas opened the door and scurried up to the table.

“’ow are you, eh?” he asked obsequiously, rubbing his hands togethers. “Enjoyin’ the meal, yeah? Damn fine cookin’ if you ask me—”

“Lucas — wine,” Terinus rasped, cutting him off in mid-sentence. 

“Right you are, sir,” Lucas mumbled as he hurried over to a small rack laden with bottles. He withdrew one from the middle and quickly popped the cork. “I really should let it breathe—”

“Leave it.”

“Alright, alright, I can tell when I’m not wanted,” the raelani chuckled, depositing the bottle on the table and heading back through the doorway. Once it was closed, Terinus picked up the bottle of wine and wafted the open top beneath his nose.

“Excellent,” he murmured, beginning to pour the smooth red liquid into tall glasses arranged on the table. “It is my understanding you once visited the legendary city of Acadia,” he began, gesturing to his guests to help themselves to a glass. 

“Yes, the elves proved to be valuable allies in the Battle of Fort Highmarch,” Aiden replied glancing at his glass but refusing to drink from it. 

“You and I remember that fight differently,” Robert remarked, taking a large swig of wine. 

“They would have spoken to you of their past,” Terinus continued, “a past in which half of their population attempted to fight an ancient enemy.”

“I recall a glowing mural depicting fire raining down from the skies,” Sayana said blandly. “Was it something to do with that?” Terinus slumped back in his chair and stared up at the ceiling as he replied.

“It was the grandest endeavor ever undertaken,” he breathed, lost in memory. “Marshalling all of our accumulated knowledge, we ripped the citadel of rock from the earth and ascended to the heavens on wings of fire. Even if we knew what lie in wait for us, we still would have gone ahead, for it was our one chance to strike back at our old foe. The things I witnessed during that time are burned into my mind.”

“Wait, you were on board when the citadel took flight?” Sayana interrupted. “That event took place over fourteen hundred years ago!”

“One thousand, four hundred and thirty-two, to be precise,” Terinus corrected her, which prompted a gasp from Nellise.

“Impossible,” she whispered. “Not even the elves are so long-lived.”

“There is something in this tower which prolongs life,” Aiden said, “or at least delays the inevitable.”

“Quite so,” Terinus nodded. “My memories of that era are foggy at best, but I will never forget the battle which changed the course of my life. For you see, I was in command of the assault, and I alone bear responsibility for its failure.”

“Were you the only survivor?” Pacian asked.

“There were others... for a time. The citadel was shattered, and many perished in the fall back to the earth, far below. A few of us were taken alive and made to suffer at the hands of our captors.”

“So, you were the toughest?” 

“Far from it. I was the only one to capitulate to their terms,” Terinus rasped without feeling. “The others refused to yield and were put to death, but I... can no longer recall if I succumbed out of cowardice, or in the hope I could bide my time to fight again someday. It no longer matters. Long have I toiled under the yoke of my masters, performing terrible deeds and culling the peoples of this land in their name while quietly, secretly, I searched for a chance to exact my revenge. And finally, at long last, that time is upon us.”

“Your allegiance to King Seamus was part of this,” Aiden said. “You duped him into accepting you as his personal wizard, much in the same fashion you tricked Captain Sir Denholm into believing you were his ship’s cat. You then secretly manipulated events from behind the scenes.”

“Correct. For many generations, I have done this,” Terinus nodded. “Seamus was not the first, but if my plan is successful, he will hopefully be the last.”

“I take it this is the reason you need us,” Aiden surmised. “Who are ‘they’, these ancient people you claim to work for?”

“They are so far removed from the people of this land, there is no common name for them,” Terinus explained. “The elves call them ‘sa’quaarin’ — meaning ‘not of this world’. They dwell in the darkness of the heavens, keeping watch over this world we call Aeos, while their minions toil under the earth below, seeking the scarcest of minerals to continue their war efforts beyond our realm.”

“Wait,” Robert interrupted. “Are you saying this whole war — which you helped start, at the bidding of these sa’quaarin I presume — was all about resources?”

“Essentially,” Terinus confirmed.

“Good, because you’d lost me for a while with all that talk about flying castles and cowardice. They may not be from around here, but I know a land-grab when I see one. I’m guessing all of these wars are designed to keep us off balance and distracted, yeah?”

“That, and more than that. The sa’quaarin ensure the peoples of this land do not advance to the point where they can become a threat. Whenever a new discovery is made, an agent such as myself evaluates its potential and if necessary, eliminates it and the people responsible for it. The flooding of Ferrumgaard is a singular example of this policy.”

“Ferrumgaard,” Aiden repeated, recalling the dangers of that lost city. “Were you behind that?”

“I implanted the desire to destroy the city into the minds of key members of the MacAliese clan,” Terinus confirmed with little enthusiasm. “I did not foresee it would drive them to the brink of madness, however.” Aiden and the others stared at the wizard in silence as the gravity of his influence over history began to coalesce. 

“What could they possibly have done to warrant such an extreme response?” Nellise asked in disbelief. 

“Vythir,” Robert answered before Terinus could. “This is all about vythir, isn’t it?”

“You are correct,” the wizard replied with a nod. “Vythir is a key component in the fabrication of Auldsteel. The sa’quaarin and their agents have been mining this world for thousands of years. Pockets of the metal are becoming rare, and the dwarves were excavating it voraciously.”

“I’m beginning to understand the magnitude of your crimes,” Nellise murmured when no one else would speak. “How many innocents have you slain in over fourteen hundred years?”

“As I said, it is beyond forgiveness,” Terinus whispered in his broken voice. “Thinking of my past brings me great torment. I will not speak of it again.”

“Empty caverns deep in the earth,” Aiden murmured in thought. “I saw one of those on the way to Feybourne, a few years back. There was a crumbling network of tunnels sitting astride the cavern itself, but I never knew why it was there until now.”

“Wait a moment,” Pacian interrupted, “there’s something I don’t understand. If you hate working for them so much, why do you do it? Are you so afraid to die?”

“If they would take my life, I would be grateful for my release,” Terinus answered with a level stare at Pacian. “I continue, because if I do not serve, they will raze Aielund to the ground.” He paused to allow this revelation to sink in. “You are familiar with the Hocarum desert, yes? It was once a thriving civilization, until their strength grew too great and they were utterly destroyed by a pillar of flame from the heavens. 

“Remember this well, for it is the fate that awaits Aielund should we fail to stop them. It is for this reason you are here. The energy unleashed by the destruction of the Ironlord has blinded my masters for a time to events in Feydwiir, granting me the opportunity to enact my plan.”

“And if we choose not to help you?” Pacian asked pointedly. “What if we were to slay you here, and go back to our lives?”

“You will miss the opportunity to free this world from its unseen bondage,” Terinus answered. “The world will go on as it has, with wars and seemingly arbitrary destruction going on and on. I would simply be replaced by another, one more compliant to my master’s needs and I assure you, they have dire plans in store for Aielund. You will not have another chance at this. Choose wisely.”

“You needed the Ironlord destroyed to make this happen?” Robert asked.

“Yes, the flare of energy in this region will—”

“Princess Criosa had wanted her father saved, not killed,” the mercenary interrupted. “What if she had managed to convince Aiden not to kill the man?”

“That wasn’t likely to happen, given I had planted a suggestion in Aiden’s mind to ensure he would carry out the task.” Aiden stared at Terinus in a mixture of abhorrence and shock. 

“How dare you ask for my aid, while simultaneously manipulating my thoughts and actions,” he growled in a dangerous voice, 

“It was the only way to ensure its destruction,” Terinus answered coldly. “I am playing a very dangerous game here, Aiden. Victory requires sacrifice, and failure results in the deaths of hundreds of thousands of innocents. Though I understand your reluctance to work with me, know that all I have done, all of my... terrible deeds, everything I have left within me is bent towards the elimination of the sa’quaarin. Your knowledge of their language and relics is of great importance to the cause, and I would know, here and now, if you are going to commit. The rest of you are important, but not essential. What say you, sir?”

Aiden looked around at his companions and saw reluctance on their faces. He hadn’t been fully prepared for the sheer scale of Terinus’s story, and the idea of working with such a man was abhorrent. Even after hearing the reasons for his atrocities, Aiden was tempted to do as Pacian suggested, and end the ancient wizard’s life once and for all. 

But he couldn’t do it. The thought of these strange beings manipulating them from on high, starting wars and stopping all forward progress in society was enough to prompt Aiden into action one more time.

“Does your plan involve killing King Osric?” he asked with quiet intensity. “Because I’d really like to kill Osric.”

“I second the motion,” Robert added. The king's duplicity still chafed after they had retaken Fairloch.

“The King of Tulsone had not entered into my designs,” Terinus replied, “but the presence of the construct by his side in Fairloch has forced me to alter my plans a little.” This caught Aiden’s attention.

“Is that a yes?” he asked.

“It is a maybe,” Terinus explained. “I have never before seen a construct like it, and I am curious as to how it came into his possession. It is entirely possible my masters are keeping secrets from me, even after all this time in their service. You are concerned for Criosa.”

“I’m sure you can understand why,” Aiden answered, thinking of the woman he loved in the hands of a monster.

“The Princess is more than capable of taking care of herself,” Terinus assured Aiden. “Osric will find her to be quite a handful.”

“That’s what has me worried,” Aiden muttered under his breath, clenching his hands under the table. Princess Criosa Roebec had chosen to leave Fairloch and marry King Osric, rather than risk more death and suffering through renewed conflict. 

It was a noble sacrifice on her part, given the young king’s growing reputation for abusing women in secret. Still, it seemed Osric had manipulated affairs long in advance to force her to accept his marriage proposal, and Aiden feared for the safety of the brave woman he had come to know and love.

“If you are to aid me against the sa’quaarin,” Terinus went on, bringing Aiden’s attention back from his other concerns, “you are going to need better equipment.” He rose from the table and set his empty glass upon it, then headed for the door without waiting to see if they would follow him. Aiden pushed aside his fears for Criosa and turned to the others.

“Copper for your thoughts?” 

“His tale seems outlandish,” Sayana confided, “but given the things we’ve witnessed over the past few years, I’m prepared to give him the benefit of the doubt.”

“If there are things out there behind all of this senseless killing, I want to have a word with them,” Pacian said in a low voice. 

“I’ve worked with people of questionable moral fiber before,” Nellise added without glancing to Pacian. “If there is indeed a race of powerful beings controlling the evolution of our society, I think we should seize this chance to try and stop them. The alternative is far too horrifying to consider.”

“God I’m tired,” Robert answered when Aiden looked to him. “I doubt we’ll get paid for this, but if Sy is in, so am I. My concern is dealing with more constructs like the Ironlord. If their weapons and armor are all made from Auldsteel, we’re going to need something at least as good to even put a dent in them.”

“That’s probably what Terinus was referring to,” Aiden suggested thoughtfully. “Alright, let’s see where this leads.” He stood and led the rest through the door in search of the wizard. Instead, they found Saffron standing nearby, apparently waiting for them. She pointed to another door further along the hallway. Aiden nodded his thanks and kept moving until he found Terinus pulling the covers off some bizarre looking equipment inside a laboratory. 

“This equipment is sa’quaarin in origin,” Aiden stated as he recognized several blue-glowing generators amongst the more obscure mechanisms. All of it looked ancient and worn.

“Supplied by my benefactors to further their own ends,” Terinus confirmed as he continued pulling off dusty covers. “Now it will be the source of their undoing.”

“Do you have any weapons we can use?” Robert asked after a casual glance around.

“Of a sort,” the wizard replied cryptically. “I know of a cache where more conventional equipment is stored, but what I have here is something Aiden and Sayana will find of great interest. Behold.” He pulled a cover off a low, squat device, not dissimilar to a seat, but with an array of protruding metal nodules arranged along the length, so if one were to sit in it, they would match the curvature of one’s spine. It was actually quite small — even a three-foot high raelani would be too large for it.

“What is that?” Aiden asked curiously, kneeling down to examine the device.

“This is the method through which Sayana’s ‘tattoos’ were applied,” Terinus rasped, drawing an astonished look from the sorceress. “A series of tiny objects are injected into the spine of a child no more than a year in age. These release a net of dark fibers which thread their way throughout the body, growing with it and allowing the child to tap into vast energies, both from within and without, once they reach the age of ten.”

Sayana slowly walked forward and touched the metal spine, hesitantly tracing her fingers along it, as if trying to dislodge a buried memory. 

“My mother used something like this on me when I was very young?” she whispered. “Why?”

“I don’t pretend to understand her motives,” Terinus replied respectfully, “but given our people’s hatred for sa’quaarin relics, she risked much to grant you this power. Children are used because the risk to the health of the individual grows with age. Adults become seriously ill, and can even die when subjected to this procedure, necessitating the use of infants.”

“Why do you have similar markings?” she asked of the wizard. “Why were you subjected to this alteration?”

“I, along with half a dozen others, was raised from a young age to be used as weapons in the long-planned-for assault on the sa’quaarin,” Terinus explained. “I trained all of my young life to harness the power afford me by this implant, only to discover upon contact with the enemy that we could be controlled by them. It was the cause of our defeat, and it was many years of secret study which allowed me to discover how that control was achieved, and how to disable it.”

“Why are you showing me this?”

“For you, it is a curiosity. For Aiden, it is an alternative he needs to consider.”

“What?” Aiden blurted.

“Robert, how would you rate Aiden’s abilities with a sword?” Terinus asked of the mercenary.

“...Fair to average,” Robert said with a shrug. “He’s smart, but lacks proper training. His two-year stint as Baron of Highmarch gave him good strategic and logistical instruction, but I never heard of him taking the field personally. He’s been making up for this through luck and magic for years.”

“Don’t hold back, mate,” Aiden drawled, “tell us what you really feel. But you're right, I don't have your many, many years of experience on the field.”

“Are you saying I'm old?”

“Gentlemen, this is not a contest,” Terinus rasped impatiently. “I will be frank with you, Aiden. Your talents in combat are lacking in many respects. While your mind would be prized in the University, we don’t have another five years for you to become an accomplished wizard. Neither do we have time for you to become a master swordsman, and since I’ve never seen you hold a bow—”

“Is there a point to this?” Aiden snapped, feeling the fatigue from the last two days rapidly catching up with him.

“When we face the sa’quaarin, you will need to draw upon your greatest strength, which is of course, your sorcerous power. This means drawing more deeply on Salinder’s essence within you, resulting in a more profound transformation.”

“You said you had an alternative...” Aiden began, but trailed off as he realized what Terinus was referring to. “You want me to undergo this ‘procedure’?”

“The thing about sorcery,” Terinus explained, “is the source. Currently, you are drawing upon your draconic connection to channel energy, as dragons do. Sayana and I would be in a similar position, were it not for our conduits providing an alternative source of power.”

“We would?” Sayana inquired curiously.

“My family has long held the blood of dragons in our veins, even if it has diminished greatly over the long generations. Did you think all those stories you heard in your youth, the warnings of avoiding deals with dragons came from the Akora? They came from your mother, child, and from her parents, and theirs before them... beginning with my grandparents.” Sayana actually gaped in open-mouthed shock at this revelation, and the others were similarly staggered by the news.  

“We are related?” the sorceress breathed.

“Distantly,” Terinus confirmed. “I believe we are ten generations removed, but you are of my line, yes. My full name is Terinus Arai.” Although his words were strained and cold as always, his eyes softened as he looked at what was most likely the only living family he had remaining. Sayana clearly didn’t know how to take this information, but her next words gave them some idea of her feelings.

“I’m related to a mass murderer,” she paused. “I think I’m going to throw up,” she added as she rushed out of the chamber.

“I’ll make sure she’s okay,” Robert said, hurrying out of the room after her.

“You sure know how to break news to someone,” Pacian remarked sarcastically.

“It was going to come out sooner or later,” Terinus muttered. “I will speak to her when she’s had time to process the information. Let us return to the matter at hand. Once injected, you will be able to summon energies as you do now, but utilizing the power afforded by these conduits instead, thus allowing you to maximize your power and effectiveness in the coming battle without further subjecting you to unwanted metamorphosis.”

“You said adults could die from this,” Nellise pointed out.

“Indeed,” Terinus confirmed, “which is why Aiden has a very important decision to make. Tomorrow, I will take us to a cache where more conventional weapons and equipment are stored, so if you decide against undergoing the procedure, you will still be of use in a fight. As I mentioned earlier, it is your knowledge of sa’quaarin language I truly prize. I simply don’t want you to be killed before I can make use of you.”

“Pragmatic, if a little cold,” Aiden remarked dourly. They stood in silence, awaiting his decision, but Aiden’s mind was sluggish and in dire need of more rest. 

“I’ll think about it and let you know tomorrow,” he finally replied. “Today has been rather overwhelming, if you don’t mind my saying so.”

“Of course, you should all rest before making any further decisions,” Terinus conceded, reaching for his staff, which he leaned on heavily. “Retire to your rooms and we will talk further in the morning.” With that, he retreated from the chamber, his staff clacking on the floor with each step. Saffron appeared in the doorway after he’d left, to quietly guide the rest of them to their rooms. Aiden then spent a fitful night dreaming of failing over and over again to rescue Criosa from the clutches of unseen monsters.
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​Chapter Two
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Whispered words roused Aiden from a deep sleep early the next morning. He raised his head to see who was speaking, and saw Saffron setting out clothes on a dresser nearby as quietly as she could.

“What did you say?” Aiden mumbled to her, startling the tiny woman.

“Oh, good morning,” Saffron said. “I didn't say anything, but I’m sorry if I woke you. I tried to be as quiet as I could.”

“You weren’t speaking to me just now?” Aiden asked, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes.

“No... not a word,” Saffron replied uncertainly. “It was probably just a dream. I’ve laid out fresh clothes for the day, and managed to mend your robe, too. It’s seen better days, but should be serviceable for a while longer. I’ll leave you to get dressed while I bring in some breakfast.”

She hurried out of the room, leaving Aiden to wonder who he’d been talking to in his sleep. Curiously, he couldn’t recall anything from last night. Usually, his dreams made a distinct impression upon him well into his waking hours. Shrugging off any lingering discomfort, he got out of bed and made use of the chamber pot before dressing himself. At least there was one important part of his anatomy which hadn’t yet been transformed. Before he finished dressing, there came a soft knock on the door.

“Just a moment,” Aiden called as he slipped the robe over his head before moving to the door and opening it. Nellise stood patiently outside dressed in her customary white robe.

“I heard voices, so I assumed you were awake,” she said in greeting. “May I come in?” Aiden gestured for her to enter. 

“How are you this morning?” Aiden inquired as the cleric closed the door behind her, before taking a seat next to the window.

“Recovering well enough, though I will admit my head is still reeling from all I heard last night,” she confided. “The thought of some ancient race meddling in our existence beggar’s belief.”

“I was just surprised to learn they’re still alive,” Aiden remarked as he sat in the only other chair. “There’s been plenty of evidence of their earlier existence scattered around the countryside. Was there something specific you wanted to talk about? I don’t usually receive early morning visits from you, no matter how pleasant the company.”

“With everything we’ve been through, I think you’ve suffered the most,” Nellise pointed out. “You’re undergoing a disturbing physical transformation, you’ve lost the woman you loved, and you unleashed a storm of emotion when you destroyed the Ironlord. I’m wondering how you’re coping with it all.”

“I’m getting a little tired of being Salinder’s plaything, that’s how,” Aiden muttered, flexing his claw. “I owe my life to him, but if I knew this is what he was planning, I might have chosen death to this.”

“Does it hurt?”

“Not even a little,” Aiden replied. “One minute I have a hand, the next time I look down its grown scales, or talons without any warning or sensation of change. It’s like my body is being stolen out from under me.”

“Perhaps you’re looking at this the wrong way,” Nellise mused after a moment’s thought. 

“What do you mean?”

“You may be looking upon your change as body theft, or some other deception on Salinder’s part, but you have control over it. Imagine if, after the Battle of Fort Highmarch, we had peace. You would never have had to tap into this power of yours and you would still be fully human. At least, as human as you could be, considering...”

“...I died and was ‘rebuilt’ with part of another being?” Aiden finished for her.

“Something like that,” she whispered ruefully. 

“You’re taking this rather well, considering I’ve become the epitome of everything the Church feared about sorcerers. I wield power greater than any normal man could, and my very being is fused with an otherworldly entity. I’m surprised I haven’t been burned at the stake or something.”

“Do I strike you as resembling the rest of the clergy in any way?” Nellise remarked somewhat archly.

“Not even remotely,” Aiden agreed, recalling how Nellise stood up to the corrupt hierarchy of the Church of Aielund in their final battle at Fairloch. “How is it you seem far wiser than any other priest we’ve met?” 

“It’s probably due to my mother’s teachings. She was always so kind to people. Even those who disagreed with her theology. The Church adored her, but some of the hierarchy found her views to be very... bold. She never rose high in their ranks, but didn’t let that stop her serving humanity, and she has been a role model for me my entire life. Whenever I asked her about it, she would remain silent. I suspect my father’s influence had a lot do to with how she viewed the world, and her place in it.”

“Ah, your mysterious father,” Aiden mused. “We haven’t spoken about him in a very long time. Still no clue as to who he is?”

“None, in spite of my best efforts to pry it out of her,” she sighed. “I suspect it is a secret she will take to the grave. The Church tried to find out, too. They’ve made quite a fuss about the issue in the last couple of years actually, undoubtedly due to my 'transcendent' experience at Highmarch. Despite all their protestations, they still investigated everything to do with the visitation in case it was both real, and something they could use to their advantage.”

“They certainly were a political bunch,” Aiden grumbled. 

“The corruption in the Church spread far and wide,” Nellise agreed. “I will have a mammoth task rebuilding from what remains, to say nothing of the rumors of my ‘divine intervention’ in Fairloch. People honestly think I smote the Ironlord with fire from the heavens, like some sort of avenging angel! Returning to the city and quelling such nonsense is of paramount importance, lest it take root.”

“You could use it to your advantage,” Aiden hinted slyly. “‘Be nice to people or I’ll destroy the city!’ you could say.”

“I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that,” Nellise answered, arching an eyebrow. She paused for a moment to gather her thoughts. “Do you recall the time we talked in the palace at Lanfall? We spoke of your anger and frustration from years of fighting.”

“Yes,” Aiden answered curtly. He’d long harbored such feelings beneath the surface, despite his best efforts to dispel such unwanted emotion. “I also recall you suggesting you could help me with that.”

“I’m curious if I still need to. After the destruction of the Ironlord, do you still feel angry?”

“I don’t feel much of anything,” Aiden admitted. “It’s as though a darkness has been cleared from inside me, but there’s nothing to replace it. I hated that thing, you know. Hated it with a passion I can barely articulate. I saw it killing people in my dreams for years before we met it in real life. I love Criosa, but it had to be destroyed, both the man and the machine.” 

“Losing her had to be tough on you,” Nellise remarked.

“Almost as tough as when you lost Pacian after the Battle of Highmarch,” Aiden responded sorrowfully. “But it was her choice, and I can’t say it was the wrong one. Even if we could go and ‘rescue’ her, would she allow it? Wouldn’t it just plunge us back into a war again? And would she even want to see me, knowing what I’ve become?”

“It was quite a shock to see how you’d changed,” Nellise agreed, “but you can’t expect anyone to simply accept something like this so suddenly. Given time, I’m sure she could come around. You’ve been through a lot — we all have. I hoped that once we won the war, we could find the time to heal, but once again, we’ve stumbled into something bigger than all of us, and I fear for our country should we walk away.”

“I’m not even sure I have the will to go through another battle,” Aiden said without emotion. “I feel utterly spent.”

“Removing the source of your turmoil was one way to deal with your anger, but there are others. Soon you will learn to rediscover joy and peace. After all, rising to our feet after a fall is what defines us.” Aiden gazed at Nellise and exchanged a thoughtful smile with her.

“There’s that wisdom again. If you’re not careful, you’ll end up the head of the Church, whether you like it or not.” The door to the bedroom opened and Lucas entered along with Saffron, both carrying platters of breakfast foods. Both of them were wearing more formal servant’s clothing, which seemed odd at half normal scale.

“Ah, there you are,” Lucas said when he spied Nellise. “Thought you might ‘ave done a runner for a minute there, ma’am.” They set out the platters on a small table while the cleric gazed at the two of them curiously.

“Is there something the matter?” Saffron asked after noticing this.

“I’m told you both suffer from a life-threatening affliction,” Nellise said, reaching into her pouch to withdraw a small white crystal. “Come here for a moment.”

“Ain’t nothin’ to be done about it ma’am,” Lucas assured her, edging away from her. “Been checked out a few years back and nothin' showed up. Terinus says the magic keeping it from killin’ me and Saffy makes it hard to spot.”

“We’ll see,” Nellise murmured as Saffron hesitantly walked over to her and held still as the cleric whispered a prayer while holding the crystal. Aiden exchanged a look with Lucas, who shook his head ever so lightly, dashing Aiden’s hopes she might be able to cure them.

“I cannot sense anything directly amiss,” Nellise sighed moments later. “It does seem the magic keeping you alive is rendering the ailment inert.”

“Terinus says that's the problem alright,” Lucas nodded, pulling Saffron away from Nellise. “The only way to see it is for us to leave the tower, and we'd be dead within minutes. ‘ole ‘ost of priests tried curin’ the bugger back in Brigham when the outbreak started and couldn't do a bloody thing. Don’t feel bad though, top marks for tryin’ an’ all that.” With a nod of his head, Lucas and Saffron hurried out of the room before Nellise could say anything else. 

“There’s something more to those two than meets the eye,” she remarked shrewdly. “This sounds like no disease I have ever read about or encountered.”

Aiden thought about this and other, weightier matters as the two of them sat down to a quiet breakfast.

*          *          *
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ONCE THEY FINISHED eating, Lucas reappeared and escorted them to the laboratory where the others had gathered. Terinus stood before an elongated device with a shiny black panel, across which his fingers danced as he traced the lines of glowing sigils upon its surface. His ancient eyes regarded them for a moment before returning to the console before him once more.

“I trust you rested well?” he asked.

“Well enough,” Aiden answered. “Good morning to you all.” Robert gave him a perfunctory nod in reply, while Sayana simply looked at him in silent expectation. 

“I’m still wrapping my head around most of what he talked about last night,” Pacian confided. 

“It was a lot for you to take in, I’m sure,” Terinus conceded. “Remember, you are under no obligation to contribute if you feel it is beyond you.”

“I am no longer under the protection of the Keepers of the Light,” Pacian shrugged. “I’m just another common criminal in the eyes of the law, so I’d prefer to keep a low profile until I’m certain I can walk down the street without being recognized. Sticking with you is as good as anything else I can think of for now.”

“Your enthusiasm for our cause is infectious,” Terinus drawled. “But to the matter at hand. Aiden, your companions and I are interested to hear if you’ve come to a decision regarding the procedure.”

“I thought you might,” Aiden muttered, walking closer to the strange device and gazing at it thoughtfully. The idea of having the sharp protrusions stabbing into him was repulsive, but he had given it serious consideration over breakfast.

“What exactly are the risks?” Aiden asked. “If death was likely, I doubt you would be recommending me to go through with it.”

“Correct,” Terinus replied with a slight bow of his head. “Records show adult subjects were prone to debilitating malaise, both physical and mental. Death occurred only twice out of twenty volunteers, but nobody came through unscathed.”

“Charming, count me out,” Aiden said with a shake of his head.

“Do not underestimate the benefits,” Terinus warned. “Your power would be magnified considerably, for you would have access to energies far greater than your body can produce.”

“You need my knowledge more than I need to become actively involved in your battle, yes?” 

“Ultimately, yes,” Terinus lamented. “Shortly before you arrived your companions informed me of their decision to join, so we have adequate assistance in this regard.”

“Thank you,” Sayana said, accepting the compliment whether it was intended as such or not.

“I cannot, however, guarantee your safety should you refuse the procedure. I have no doubt it will be uncomfortable and even painful, but I calculate the possibility of your untimely death as relatively low.”

“It’s simply not worth the risk,” Aiden answered with finality. “I’ll make do with whatever equipment you have in your vault.”

“As you wish,” Terinus said with only a hint of disapproval. “I offered this simply as an alternative. I will leave it to your discretion whether or not to risk further transformation, should you have need of your abilities.”

“...Right,” Aiden remarked grimly, giving the odd device one more glance before firmly deciding against it. 

“Has it even been used on a human before?” Sayana asked curiously. “History suggests only elves were ever subjected to it.”

“Indeed,” Terinus rasped. “Your half-human heritage makes you, in fact, the only non-elven being to survive the procedure.”

“Now I’m really certain I don’t want to go through with it,” Aiden said.

“Don’t worry, I will protect you,” Sayana assured him. 

“Well, look who’s come down with a serious case of confidence,” Pacian remarked. “A few days ago, you couldn’t wait to get rid of those things snaking along your skin.”

“Because now, the power is mine to control,” Sayana explained. “Nobody can take it away from me or use me as their puppet ever again, and I only hope I have enough strength to give these sa’quaarin a taste of their own medicine for the evils they have wrought upon this world.”

“The strength and courage of my lineage lives on, it seems,” Terinus voiced in admiration. “You do our people proud.”

“Don’t patronize me,” Sayana snapped, levelling a stare back at him. “I may be distantly related to you, but entire generations of good elven men and women lived and died between us. I carry Akoran blood in my veins, and in spite of everything they’ve done, I prize my connection to them more than I ever will to you. I despise you and everything you stand for. Had I been in your position one and a half millennia ago, I would have died rather than work for these monsters you describe. You are a coward.”

An awkward silence hung in the air after she finished speaking, but Terinus hadn’t flinched during or after. 

“We are wasting time,” he rasped without emotion. “Gather around, and I shall teleport us to the vault.”

Robert gave Sayana a curious look, but her attention was still focused on her living ancestor. They joined the rest in a circle, with Terinus at the center. The wizard began incanting a complex spell and a few moments later a flash of violet light engulfed Aiden’s senses. It cleared away within a heartbeat, revealing the change in their surroundings.

The brightness of the morning sun streaming in through the tower windows had vanished, replaced with an oppressive darkness. Nellise and Sayana quickly dispelled it with the summoning of their supernatural lights, which revealed familiar walls of a dark metal, pitted and marked with age. They were in a small, circular chamber with a single open doorway leading into a large, dark area beyond. A unique-looking sigil was inscribed upon the surface beneath their feet.

“This way,” Terinus remarked rather obviously, leading them through the only possible path forward. The click of his staff striking the floor echoed throughout the chamber, adding weight to the impression they were deep within the earth.

“It’s the same design as the place I saw near Feybourne,” Aiden remarked, his voice sounding cold and empty within the vastness of the chamber. “The caves in Akora are just like this, too.”

“Curious,” Sayana remarked quietly, running her fingers along deep scratches in the arch as she walked past.

“Sa’quaarin bunkers like this are not uncommon throughout Feydwiir,” Terinus remarked as he they passed through the larger chamber. “Long ago, they were a thriving hub of exploration and mining, providing precious metals and rare gems to our unseen overlords. Towering constructs tirelessly excavated day and night, while the primitive societies of men and elves toiled above. All of these sites are now abandoned, more or less. Extensive mining has rendered many of them unsafe for continued use, and others have been converted into vaults—”

His voice abruptly stopped as a faint stream of misty light froze the wizard on the spot. More streams of light engulfed everyone else, paralyzing them in an instant. Aiden glanced around in alarm, noticing he was the only one unaffected. The runes sewn into his robe, which had once belonged to his mentor the Archmage Desmond Foster, burned with arcane light as they countered the magical assault. 

“What do I do?” he asked of Terinus, a futile action which was met with silence. Aiden rushed around to face the wizard directly, and noticed his eyes were still able to move. They darted back and forth between Aiden and the floor directly at their feet. Glancing down, he saw a small metal device, not unlike a wand sitting at the wizard’s feet.

Aiden picked it up and noticed the increasingly familiar language of the sa’quaarin upon it. One of the sigils indicated the word “deactivate”, but the context was baffling. Still, it was enough for Aiden to assume its function and why Terinus had it with him. 

He raised it up towards the source of the light and traced the pattern of the sigil upon the device’s smooth surface. The misty light ceased instantly, releasing his friends from its cruel grasp. They inhaled deeply and staggered around, barely conscious after being deprived of air for almost a minute. 

“Thank you,” Terinus rasped, his voice more hoarse than usual. He held out a black-gloved hand, into which Aiden placed the device. “Another minute and we would have suffocated.”

“You didn’t mention anything about this place being trapped,” Aiden pointed out as he made sure the others were okay. 

“I am aware of the security measures in place, but they should not have been triggered in my presence. Something is very wrong here.” He gestured with the small device, causing the wall to split open. The ground vibrated as two massive doors parted, revealing another large chamber beyond. 

Their meagre lights barely showed enough to draw any conclusions, but what they saw was not promising. Towering storage containers cast looming shadows across a scene of destruction. Pieces of twisted metal and other strange materials were scattered across the floor and the air was filled with the acrid smell of something recently burnt. Terinus stared around in open mouthed shock. A number of cabinets lined one wall with their doors ripped away. He began moving from one to the next as if it were his own home.

“I’m guessing your vault isn’t supposed to look like this,” Robert remarked blandly, as he kicked a piece of blackened metal across the ground. 

“Some unscrupulous bastards clearly broke in and stole everything,” Pacian added. “Then wrecked whatever they couldn’t take. I don’t think we’re getting any shiny presents anytime soon.”

“People do not simply break into a sa’quaarin vault,” Terinus spat. “This edifice resides half a mile below the surface, with no connecting tunnels allowing outside access. The only way in or out is teleportation magic, which is impossible without knowing of its existence.” He turned his gaze to the far wall where a console crackled with sparks at random intervals, and began making his way there. “See if you can reset that generator, Aiden,” he said, pointing at a tall metal cylinder nearby. 

Aiden hurried over to it and pulled the Lexicon out of his pouch. The small box had proven invaluable over the years, providing him with the insights necessary to learn the sa’quaarin language, and to understand their devices as well. He had encountered generators such as this several times in the past, but had never tried to repair one.

He spent a few moments flipping through the ephemeral pages of the Lexicon searching for information on the generator. Once he located the relevant section, Aiden quickly determined the generator’s basic functionality and pressed several sigils on its cracked surface. A side panel came away from the base of the cylinder with a hiss of released air. Attached to the inside of the panel was a metal brace, within which sat a thin blue crystal just over a foot in length. 

His knowledge of the internal workings was shaky at best, but Aiden was fairly certain the series of cracks running through the crystal weren’t supposed to be there. 

“We need another one of these, I think,” he said, pulling
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