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Other books in chronological order of The Synner Saga:

The Synner: Weavings of Fate (Book 1), 2024 – Second Edition, 2025

The Synner: Echoes in the Snow (Book 2), 2024

The Synner: Godfall (Book 3), 2025

The Synner: Path of the Wraithborn (Book 4), 2026

Creating The Synner universe, writing it out, editing, and self-publishing it for the world to see was once a distant dream, but know that it's here, I know that I wouldn't have made it here without  a few people:

First and foremost: Mom. At the time of writing this, it's been a little over four years since you left the Realm, and while I know that death is not the end of all things, I can only hope to hold my head up high, knowing I've done you proud.

Second: My siblings. If it weren't for their support, encouragement, and presence during my childhood, I don't think I would have been able to accurately portray a sense of family that these characters have. So, thanks for that, assholes. I love you all.

Third: Everyone else who's either read it, supported it, commented, or given their honest feedback. This kind of stuff has certainly helped me grow as an author, and we all know that a good author doesn't evolve or grow when placed inside of a bubble. Thank you.

Finally: The haters. I feed off your tears, jealousy, and whatever else you decide to throw at me, and will continue to stand by what I've been saying from the start:

Git gud... fuckers.
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Many of the topics, verbal descriptions, and uses of language are NOT appropriate for children. If you have to ask whether your child should read this, the answer is no. In all honesty, if you've made it this far in the series, I shouldn't even have to tell you that, but here I am, beating a dead horse for the sake of those who haven't gotten that through their heads yet.

Seriously, do NOT let your children read this, unless you're one of those parents who doesn't give the slightest turtle shit. Just saying.

That said, any and all characters are merely created to serve a purpose, and are not intended to depict my personal views or feelings toward anything that could be (somehow, probably through extreme extrapolation) connected to the real world. Again, this is a fantasy series, meaning any similarities to real people, living or otherwise, is purely coincidental.
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The Synner Saga initially began as a passion project born from my deep love for immersive storytelling. With heavy inspiration from series such as The Witcher, Lord of the Rings, The Beginning After the End, and The Name of the Wind, it grew, evolved, and over time, became a world that's very near and dear to my heart.

With that said, I must note that this book was an absolute challenge to write, taking me well over seven months just to complete the draft (my normal turnaround time is about 3-4 months).

Keep in mind that there are a total of six books in this series that are planned. That doesn't mean that there isn't room for one or two more, but I'll let you do what you will with that information.

I hope you enjoy the world I've built here, and look forward to hearing from anyone who reads it.

Sincerely,

Nooburai

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue

[image: ]


Knowledge is Power

About seven years had passed since I’d been brought to Codrean, and Bernar still hadn’t returned from his training in Caegwen.

In the early years of my time there, it was a grueling process to try to get used to the extreme physicality that being a Synner demanded. Ed, Batch, and Irun had stayed by my side the entire time, and I would be lying if I said that I wasn’t grateful for their presence.

However, this also meant that we spent nearly every waking moment as a team, including studying in the fortress’s library.

As the books began to pile on our table, I could see the sun starting to set, the final rays of sunlight casting an orange-pink glow on the nearby mountains and hills. I took a moment to appreciate its beauty, but with the week of written and practical exams coming up, a shared anxiety loomed over our heads.

We all knew we had no choice but to cram as much information into our heads as possible, and that meant forming a small study group. After all, none of us wanted to fail a test we were told wouldn’t be difficult; however, the grading thereof was based on our team’s overall performance.

This also meant that if one of us failed, the rest of us did as well.

“Hey, do you know anything about this stuff?” Batch asked, sliding a book over to me. “What stuff?” I asked, pulling the book the rest of the way toward me. As I read the contents of what he was reading into, I noticed it was a bestiary entry on ghouls. These foul necrophages were rare, hideous, and highly dangerous to anyone caught unaware.

Shit, are these on the test, too? Might be a good time for me to brush up on them as well, I thought, idly tracing my finger over the entry.

“Well, what do you want to know about them?” I asked, flipping a page to make sure the little I had studied about them was as good as my memory said it was. “It says they’ll attack when provoked, but what I can’t seem to figure out is what kind of provoking would be enough,” Batch said, scratching his head while Irun let out a sigh.

“Fifteen meters,” he began, prompting us to look at him. “If you do just about anything within fifteen meters of them, that’s enough to send them into a frenzy,” he said, hardly looking up from his book. “But that’s depending on the environment, right?” I asked for confirmation, prompting him to consider it for a moment.

“I mean, yes, but they’re more likely to be found in places with solid floors like caves, where the vibrations will reach them through the stone beneath their feet. They can’t see or hear very well, so they heavily rely on smell to determine where their prey is, and vibrations to warn them against predators,” Irun continued, burying himself in the book again.

What kind of fucked up creature would want to eat one of these things? I wondered, staring down at the sketch of a humanoid beast with rotting flesh and jagged teeth.

“Well, I guess that sums that up,” I said with an awkward smile, sliding the book back to Batch. “T-Thanks,” he replied, flipping the page to the next section. I returned to my own book, which was an absolute slog to get through, but I did my best to keep myself focused while reading.

Ed, reading another book by the same author, sighed and slumped his head. “Ughhhh, I don’t think I can fit any more information today,” he groaned, his voice muffled by his arms and the book in front of him.

“Come on, just another hour and then we can head off to bed. Is there anything else you need to study?” I asked, though I was beginning to feel the heaviness of my eyelids as well. “Nothing I can think of. I’m pretty sure I’ve covered everything this week, and while I’m confident I can take the test, this last bit of cramming is killing me,” he said, peeking his bloodshot eyes and dark circles just over the brim of his book while Irun and Batch nodded in agreement.

“Do you really think another hour is going to help us now?” Irun asked me with a sideways glance, causing me to consider. “I think an hour of sleep might be better in the long run, but...” I trailed off. “But you can’t sleep. We know,” the others chimed in at the same time.

I chuckled and scratched the back of my head awkwardly. “You guys can go on ahead. I’ll stay here and try to finish this chapter before bed,” I said, getting a sigh of relief from Batch and Ed, but Irun had only quietly closed his book.

“Don’t stay up too late. If you’re not back before we’re already in bed, I’m going to drag you out of here myself,” Irun said, lightly punching me in the shoulder. “Yeah, yeah,” I waved him off dismissively as I returned to the part of the page I’d left off at.

He chuckled and followed the other two out of the library, but after sparing a glance in their direction, I thought I saw a small amount of worry on his face, though for what reason, I didn’t know.

An hour must have gone by, and I breathed a sigh of relief that I’d been able to finish. “All done,” I dipped my head while closing the book. When I looked up, I realized I was the only person in there, and panickedly looked over at the hour-candle we’d kept near the entrance at all times.

“Fuuuuuck, that wasn’t an hour, that was three!” I hissed, quickly getting up from my seat and immediately feeling the stiffness in my legs. I stumbled a little, but managed to make it over to the bookshelf and returned the book to its original location. As soon as I turned around, however, something glinted out of the corner of my eye.

What the...? I wondered, realizing there was a book two shelves over that seemed to have a metallic lock on it.

I walked over to it and noticed there was a thin layer of dust on it, some of it trailing behind the book as I pulled it from the top shelf. My face wrinkled a little, hoping not to get any of the dust in my eyes, and I gave it a quick wipe with my hand.

It was a black, leather-bound book with fine engravings lining its borders. The spine held gold writing inset into the leather, but the language was one I had no way of recognizing, let alone knowing what I was looking at. Turning the book back over, I noticed the lock itself was bent in an odd way, as if someone had tried to pry it open long ago.

“That’s an interesting read,” the Master, Taegin, said from the doorway behind me. I flinched in surprise, already fearing whatever potential punishment came next.

Oooooh, I’m fucked, I thought, hesitantly looking over my shoulder at him.

However, I wasn’t met with the cold expression I’d come to know over the years. Rather, his face was one of an almost expectant curiosity, which I quickly found I had no idea what it meant. “M-Master,” I stammered, offering him a bow, which I could tell he acknowledged by the flickering shadow on the stone floor. “Here, let me see that,” he said, reaching his hand out to take it from me.

I promptly offered it to him and watched as he undid the bent lock with a small amount of mana and minimal effort, causing a bit of dust to fall from it. “Do you know what this book is about?” he asked as he cracked it down the middle, gesturing for me to follow him while he moved toward the table to his left.

“I-I don’t, Master. I saw the padlock glinting out of the corner of my eye and went to see what it was, but I still can’t seem to recognize the language,” I said, following his example and taking a seat. “I’d be surprised if you had recognized it, as it’s not even from Coltend. It’s Caegweni,” he said with a hint of gravity that was quickly subdued by the grin tugging at the corner of his mouth.

“C-Caegweni? You mean that’s the language of the Elves?” I asked in disbelief, feeling my eyebrows raise in surprise. “Indeed. I know the language quite well, and if you want, I’d be more than happy to translate for you, if you think you have the energy for it, that is,” he added with a curled eyebrow of his own.

Waaaaait, is that why he came here? But how did he...? I halted my own question when I watched him lay the book down and trace his index finger along a sentence somewhere in the middle of the page.

“... But even the wisest, such as kings or dragons, must accept that knowledge is power. If they are to understand the truth of the wars they wage, the homelands they protect, or even the ones they love, the best outcomes can only be achieved by applying knowledge. Otherwise, they will be as lost as sheep on a moonless night, cowering in fear of the voiceless creatures hidden in the dark,” he read, giving me a quick glance before gently closing the book and setting it aside.

My eyes widened at the mention of dragons, and while he was subtle about it, I could tell he’d noticed since his eyes met mine with a smirk.

“I know why you’re here so late, Thoma, and while I commend you for wanting to do your best on the test tomorrow, I can’t recommend you to push yourself much further,” he said, tapping his fingers on the table to draw my attention away from the book.

“Rest is just as important, if not more so, than reading or acquiring knowledge. After all, how else are you going to retain it if your mind is foggy, or apply it if your body is weak?” he said sternly, but my dour expression at the mention of my body being weak caused his expression to shift slightly. “My apologies. I didn’t mean anything by it,” he said, dipping his head just enough for me to notice.

Did he just apologize to me? I blinked, trying to understand what I was hearing and seeing.

“I understand you want to do your best tomorrow, but right now, I’m going to have to send you to your quarters, since your roommates are already fast asleep,” he said with a knowing grin.

“Ah, so that’s why Irun never came to get me,” I rubbed the back of my neck and turned away awkwardly. “I was thinking he had willingly let me stay here, but I guess he was just as tired as the others,” I chuckled.

“Perhaps. In any case, after your test tomorrow, might I recommend you read something in a language you actually understand? They might serve as a good motivator for you to pass your exams,” he grinned as he rose from his seat, taking the book with him to put it back. “O-Oh, I’d be honored, Master,” I rose and quickly scurried up behind him.

After placing the book, he paused for a moment as if considering which ones to give me. He reached for a pair of books that looked almost as old as the one he’d just returned, but these were written in Common, rather than Caegweni. I watched him pick them from the shelf and did my best to read their labels.

“The Tale of the Broken Wing, and Notes from an All-Caster? Are you sure, Master? I’ve always thought The Tale of the Broken Wing was common knowledge, while the other is far beyond my current level to even consider trying,” I asked, confused by the name of the first one.

“You’d be surprised by what you can learn through reading. While The Tale of the Broken Wing may be common knowledge, it can provide some insight into knowledge far deeper than how most people are able to retell it,” he explained as he lifted it slightly higher than the other, though he didn’t explain it much further.

“As for Notes from an All-Caster, I merely find it to be a much better read than that book you were struggling through. You’ll know what I mean after you read it,” he said, with a light-hearted smile, which confused me even more.

There’s no way he’s giving me these now, is there? I realized.

“I’ll hold onto these two until after your exam. Knowing you, you’re likely to try reading them before going to sleep. Right now, however, you should get some rest. Tomorrow’s an important day, after all,” he said plainly, as if having read my thoughts, though I suspect my expression at the time was what gave me away.

“I understand, Master. I’ll take my leave, then,” I said, offering him a bow before moving toward the door. “Do your best tomorrow,” he said over his shoulder as I was crossing the threshold. 

Even though my mind was whirling from the brief encounter, I tried my best to sleep. Four hours was hardly enough to be considered restful, by any means, but it was enough for me to pass my exams. Ed, Batch, and Irun also passed theirs, and as a reward, the Master summoned us newly-qualified Juniors to gather around him.

As we waited anxiously for him to speak, he gave each of us his version of a proud look. “I’m glad to see you all made it. You’ve all proven yourselves worthy of the title of Junior Synners, and I know you may not believe me when I say this, but your lives and training are about to get much harder from here on out,” he said rather ominously, sending a collective shiver down our spines.

“However, just because something is difficult doesn’t mean that it’s impossible. With that, I will show you a technique that I pass down to all Juniors in hopes of finding one who can master it,” he began, prompting the rest of us to nudge or glance at each other with excitement.

“However, no one except Bernar has been able to achieve it before reaching the rank of Adept. Now, watch carefully, as I’ll only do it once,” he said, drawing the blade from its black sheath tied to his hip as he approached a nearby training dummy.

“What do you think it’s going to be?” Ed asked a little louder than a whisper. “Does it look like I know?” I whispered back, getting a grin from Ed in return, which was quickly wiped away by the Master clearing his throat.

Ah, shit, I felt my stomach turn when I noticed his glare, though I was glad to see I wasn’t the only one.

The Master raised the hilt up to the height of his clavicle and struck down to his left. As he struck, the air seemed to crack around his blade, kicking up dust and rocks in the process. Even as stunned by the display as we were, we couldn’t take our eyes off him for a moment, as he performed a quick uppercut in the reverse direction.

He followed the attack with a thrust, then a swift uppercut from his right side, and another slice that traced the path of the previous uppercut. Each blow was just as powerful as the next, maintaining a consistency of power that was a treasure in itself to watch.

The cuts themselves weren’t difficult to follow along with, as the overall flow was standard for maintaining a constant barrage of attacks that could be chained together for as long as one had the stamina to attack. The footwork and use of thrusts were meant to allow for better weight distribution and were also reasonably simple to follow.

Uppercuts normally lose some of their power when performed without taking a step, but these are just as powerful as regular strikes, I realized, watching as he continued for a final set of strikes.

When the last strike came down from his right, it was much more powerful than all the others, sending a boom resonating throughout the training yard, and forcing the rest of us to shield our eyes from the dust.

Wha-ha-hat the fuck? He expects us to master that? I thought, quickly realizing the others held expressions that conveyed similar thoughts.

With a gentle pulse of his mana, the dust quickly settled, and we were all astonished by the marks his demonstration had left in the ground. However, the training dummy was nowhere to be seen.

Well, not in one piece, that is.

Even though we knew he was the Master of Codrean for a reason, it was still an incredible display of weapon and mana control. We applauded his demonstration, which he responded to by placing a hand across his chest and bowing.

“Now then,” he began, sheathing his blade in one smooth motion as he regarded us much more seriously, prompting us to listen intently. “I don’t expect anyone to get it on their first try, let alone in the next few years, but I hope this will serve as a goal for you all to strive for,” he said, subtly giving me a knowing look.

The shivers that ran down my spine nearly caused me to drop to my knees, but I forced myself not to show any sign of discomfort.

“Nevertheless, as with all techniques, the basics of it can be learned with a bit of effort, even within the next few weeks. Do yourselves a favor and carve this technique into your bones. I promise that one day, when you’re ready, you will see that even the most basic of techniques can bring down a mountain,” he said plainly, but I knew he was referencing the conversation we’d had the night prior.

Knowledge really is power, after all, I realized, excited to give it a try for myself over the next few weeks.
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Hopeful

The triple suns hid behind one of Polarion’s distant towers as they began to set. The light flooded my eyes with bright shades of orange, red, and tinges of purple as the stars above crept into view, while the rays of trailing sunlight looked like they were trying to push back against the incoming night.

I sat on a bench aligned with the balcony wall of the infirmary in Ryfon’s home. I tried my best to come to terms with where I was, but no matter how I looked at it, it was far beyond anything I could have ever imagined. Polarion, much like Kavrass, was stunning in its own right, but there was a tangible presence of mana that I couldn’t ignore even if I tried.

As I sat on a bench and watched an uncountable number of stars race across the ever-darkening sky, I took in a deep breath, feeling the mana enter my lungs and body, which was certainly helping with my recovery.

However, no matter how beautiful the scenery around me was, I couldn’t help but go over everything that had happened. The reality and weight of it all began to weigh down on my consciousness, forcing me to take yet another deep breath and exhale slowly.

I’ll find a way to help you, Ed. I promise, I sighed, closing my eyes for a moment to bask in the last rays of sunlight.

“Crescent for your thoughts?” Mom asked from the doorway to my left, a look suggesting she wanted to talk. “You’d never have to pay for them anyway,” I chuckled, scooting aside to make room for her on the bench.

“True, but it’s always nice to say things out loud, right?” She shrugged, pushing her robes toward the back of her knees as she sat down. “Can’t argue with that. How are your injuries?” I asked, noticing she’d winced slightly.

“Much better than they were when we first got here, but that’s not what I’m here to talk about,” she shrugged with an upturned lip this time, then eyed me cautiously, prompting me to raise an eyebrow.

“You know you don’t have to walk on eggshells around me, right?” I said with a half-hearted chuckle. “I would never, but I am worried about you. I know what it’s like; having to end a friend’s suffering,” she said, her tone growing more distant the more lost in thought she became. “Y-yeah. Definitely not fun by any means,” I nodded.

She exhaled heavily through her nostrils as her mouth compressed into a thin line. She plopped her hand on my shoulder and shook it gently for a moment, then let it go, as we sat in silence for a few heartbeats.

“You know, I once had a teammate named Nayra,” she began, looking far above her into the twilight sky, prompting me to turn to her. “She was strong, unrelenting, and nothing ever seemed to be able to shake her spirit. Heh, maybe she rubbed off on me more than I realized, now that I think about it,” she said with a shake of her head.

“What happened to her?” I asked, but my question seemed to slowly wipe the smile from her face. There was a brief moment of silence, but I could feel her trying to gather the strength to tell me through our connection. Her features finally settled on a blank expression, though I could tell there was a whirlwind of thoughts racing through her mind.

“She died, and I was the one who killed her,” she finally said, her voice steady, calm, and almost emotionless. My eyes widened in surprise, but I didn’t even have a chance to say anything before she continued.

“It was a trap that none of us saw coming. The location of the Fate-Bearer Shield was locked in a chamber with a hidden curse. The moment we pulled it from its resting place, she was overcome with rage and began attacking us, but we couldn’t figure out why,” she said, her brow furrowing in frustration.

When she mentioned the curse, I felt my stomach sink, though she’d already told me how her story ended. “I’m so sorry, Mom,” I said solemnly.

“It is what it is. We didn’t have a way to rid her of the curse, so I took it upon myself as her leader to make sure she was put to rest honorably. To this day, Nayra’s death is one that has stuck with me throughout the centuries, and I’ve always strived to be as resolute as I was back then,” she lowered her head a little, allowing a wave of emotions to flow through our connection.

It took me a moment to realize why she was telling me that, but the moment I did, I immediately felt some of her steadfastness rub off on me. “I’m sorry to hear about Nayra. I really am, but I still think you made the right decision for her. If she was anything like Vyra or Eirenne, I don’t think she would have had it any other way,” I said, hoping it gave her some comfort, but she shook her head.

“That’s just it; she was their mother,” she said, the last word struggling to get past the lump growing in her throat. “W-wait, what?” I asked, prompting her to hold up a hand.

“You’re still young, son. There will be times when you’re forced to make difficult decisions to save others. It’s in those moments that we have to decide what kind of leader, friend, or person we’re going to be from that point forward. The worst fucking part of it all? Sometimes, you won’t know which decision was the right one, even years later, since they will rarely ever be purely black and white,” she said, giving me a look that told me everything our connection hadn’t.

She regretted the decision she made with every fiber of her being, and I realized that she was letting me know that she knew how I was feeling.

“But at the end of the day, all that matters is that you don’t beat yourself up over the decisions you had to make. After all, it wasn’t only your life on the line there,” she said, giving me a knowing nod. I allowed myself a moment to take in what she was saying and returned the nod.

“By the way, I never got the chance to thank you,” she began, turning back to look at the sky once more. “Thank me? For what?” I asked with a half-chuckle. “For saving our lives. I’m sure the others feel just as indebted to you as I do,” she said, still looking into the sky.

“You have nothing to thank me for. I know you would’ve done the same thing if you were in my position,” I shrugged, prompting her to chuckle lightly. “I might have done it a little differently, but I must admit I was impressed by your fight. I’ve never seen anyone break through to the fifth stage mid-combat before. Shit, I don’t know if anyone has,” she chuckled, giving me a light punch on the shoulder, prompting me to smile a little.

“It’s not like I’d planned on it. I thought it was going to take me another year of training with you to get there,” I replied with a shrug. “No, no. I think you were much closer than you realized before that fight even began. The question is: how did you do it?” she asked, curiosity flowing both through her tone and through our connection.

I took a moment to gather my thoughts, but my understanding of what had happened was little more than an educated guess.

That’s when it hit me.

“Essentia,” I muttered after a much longer pause than I’d intended, causing Mom’s eyebrow to raise slightly. “She said that the Path of the Wraithborn was open to me, but I didn’t fully understand what that meant. All I knew was that she was somehow sending me back to finish the fight,” I said, trying to recall what I could about the conversation.

“Ah, right. I remember you mentioned that name earlier today,” Mom nodded her head. “Still impressive, though,” she continued with a wry grin. “Thanks,” I said, offering a humble smile in return.

There was a lull in our conversation, and I could feel Ysevel’s presence growing stronger, as if she’d been waiting for the right moment to jump into the conversation. “Ah, Ysevel. Come sit with us,” Mom said, patting the bench and scooting over to leave a gap between her and I to sit. “A-Are you sure? I didn’t mean to interrupt, but...” she trailed off as Mom waved a hand dismissively.

“You have nothing to apologize for, future daughter-in-law,” she said with a bright smile, causing Ysevel to blush a little. “Ten years later, and the thought still makes you blush? Ooooh, to be young again,” Mom said playfully.

“You’re not that old, Siraye,” Ysevel replied with a chortle. “The fuck I’m not. I’ve got at least three centuries on you,” Mom said, blowing a raspberry.

“Riiiight, of course,” Ysevel nodded sardonically, prompting me to chuckle at the exchange. “I’ve missed this, you know?” I said lightly between laughs. “What do you mean?” Ysevel asked. “I mean, all this talk of dragons and potentially realm-ending events gets exhausting after a while,” I said with an exaggerated sigh. “It’s just nice to know there are still things we can laugh about. Simple things, you know?” I continued, prompting the two of them to nod in agreement.

“You’re absolutely right. It almost reminds me of the time when Athar let slip that he’d seen Devyr’s true face to Kalia,” Ysevel chuckled, recalling the look of fear in his eyes. “Oh, yeah! Although the look on Kalia’s face when Devyr asked to come along to the Gramm Isles was priceless as well,” I chuckled, though Mom was staring at us in mild confusion.

“Sorry, what’s all this about? I thought Kalia and Devyr always looked like that,” she said with a blank stare. “No, not always. It took us years to convince her to show her true face to us,” Ysevel replied. “Whaaaat?” Mom asked with genuine surprise.

“To them, showing their true face is a sign that they see you as either a lover or a part of their family, though the latter isn’t any sort of guarantee, either,” I added, but instead of a look of shock, Mom’s look of surprise contorted into a shit-eating grin.

“Looks like we might be having a triple-wedding then,” she said, causing both Ysevel and I to blush, neither of us knowing what she was talking about. “What? You didn’t think Bernar would be dumb enough to let Leona slip away, did you?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.

“N-No, it’s just...” I trailed off, but Mom waved dismissively. “If you think anyone in Coltend is going to challenge her decision after what she pulled in Harut, you’re horribly mistaken,” she chuckled, prompting us to do the same, but with a much heavier weight of anxiety behind it.

Ysevel looked up at the sky and laughed softly to herself. “Gods, can you imagine Bernar at a wedding, let alone their first dance? Wait, does he even remember the lessons we gave him?” she chuckled, forcing the mental image into my head.

“Was that part of what he was doing in Caegwen? Ohohohooo, I’m never letting him live that down,” I smiled wickedly, getting a laugh out of the two of them.

“Well, there’s still a lot left to do before that happens,” Mom began, bringing the conversation back to a more tangible level quickly. “You’re right,” I said, feeling reality settle in quickly. “We have to save Ed. I just hope we can find a way to make that happen,” I added with a nod.

Mom and Ysevel looked at me with a mixture of pride and encouragement that they knew I needed. “Don’t worry, my love. We’ll bring him back. You did promise, after all,” Ysevel said, reaching out and gripping my hand tightly. “You’re right, I did,” I nodded, knowing she’d heard my silent promise from earlier.

Mom, however, put a hand on her chin pensively, and I could feel a slight sense of worry bleeding through our connection. “I know you’re both smart enough to know that our victory on the Isles was only the beginning, but there is something I’m curious about,” she began, prompting us to pay her our full attention.

I already knew what she was going to say, since the same question was burning in my mind as well.

“Why hasn’t he revealed himself fully?” I asked for her, getting a nod in response. “Precisely. If he’s powerful enough to possess a body to that degree, then what’s been holding him back all this time? Why hasn’t he made an appearance now that he knows there are more Wraithborn?” she asked, adding more substance to my question.

The three of us considered the possibilities for a few moments, but there was only one answer we could come to collectively. “It’s because he can’t,” Ryfon’s voice came from the doorway, having already caught our entire conversation prior to revealing his presence and answering what we had already guessed at.

“Grandfather,” Ysevel rose and gave him a warm hug, causing him to smile warmly as he patted the top of her head. “You three were correct in your assessment from earlier, but there’s a bit more to it than that,” he added, gesturing for Ysevel to return to her seat while he moved to lean his elbows on the railing behind him.

“You see, Mideia is far more cunning than you might think,” he began, regarding us seriously for a moment. “He knows that he could reveal himself if he wanted to, but put yourself in his position for a moment and consider this: would you willingly expose yourself to those who have spent a thousand years hunting you?” he asked, his question reminding me a lot of how Taegin used to teach us in Codrean.

“I definitely wouldn’t, but the fact that he possessed Balgrim, Meliss, and Ed must mean there was some trace of him left behind, right?” I replied, but instead of giving me a nod, Ryfon shook his head. “Unfortunately, we would have done that already if we had a way of doing that without alerting his allies, most of whom are almost as terrifying as he is,” he replied gravely.

“Are there others like him?” I asked, causing Ryfon to scoff. “Mideia has had thousands of years to build his list of allies, many of whom we still don’t know who or what they are,” he lifted a hand to suggest a shrug.

“In all honesty, there may be a handful out there who are even more terrifying than he is. After all, he’s held firm control over countless realms from the shadows, and we’d be doing ourselves no favors by thinking he was able to do that alone,” he suggested, pushing off the railing and moving toward us. “Then what do we do?” Ysevel asked in a tone that suggested she was hopeful we could beat him.

As he dropped to a knee, I realized that even then, he was still about a head taller than I was sitting down. “The return of the Wraithborn is nothing short of historic, and while the others and I understand the immense pressure this puts on you all, we will need your help if we’re going to deal a meaningful blow to his machinations,” Ryfon said, his tone carrying a weight that forced me to swallow dryly.

“But right now...” he trailed off, pausing for a moment to consider his next words. Seeing the worried look on his face, Ysevel leaned forward and put a hand on his shoulder with a smile.

“Haaaa, forgive this old dragon, will you? It’s been so long since we’ve had any semblance of hope,” he smiled tiredly, as if the thousand years he’d spent alone in the cave were finally catching up to him.

“Don’t worry, Ryfon. We’ll take care of things on our end,” Bernar chimed in from the doorway. “You’re here, too? What is this? A repeat of earlier this morning?” I asked jokingly, getting a chuckle out of him as he walked over to me.

“Hey, shit-bird, I’m a Wraithborn, too, remember? I’ve been listening in this entire time, so don’t act all surprised to see me,” he said, giving me a light flick on the forehead. “Hey!” I said, shoving his hand away and rubbing the spot he’d flicked. “You’re welcome. Anyway, Mom was filling me in this entire time, but I think I might know someone who can help. Or, at the very least, he’ll know someone who can,” he continued, entirely ignoring the raised eyebrow from Ryfon.

I felt a sudden tug on my core that immediately reminded me of the one I’d felt in the Gramm Isles. “I-It wa-...” I stammered, suddenly realizing the source of that tug. “Yes, it was me, Thoma,” Ryfon said idly, though his eyes were still fixed on my older brother. “You’ve met someone I’d never expected to be alive after all this time. I just can’t believe I didn’t recognize him when I looked into your core the first time,” he said cryptically.

Bernar took a moment to understand what he meant by that, but the immediate pulse of our connection to Ryfon filled in a lot of the details we seemed to be missing from Bernar’s time in Harut.

Our eyes collectively widened at the realization.

“The Mouth... is a dragon?” Bernar asked first, earning a nod of confirmation from Ryfon. “I’m almost just as surprised as you all seem to be, but he’s had his reasons for hiding for so long,” Ryfon said, getting up from his kneeling position.

“It seems I have my work cut out for me, then. I apologize for my abrupt exit, but there are certain matters I need to attend to,” he said, giving Ysevel a warm smile and the rest of us a slight bow.

He walked over to the edge of the balcony and leaped over the railing. With a surge of some of the purest mana I’ve ever felt, a twenty-meter-long white dragon with scarlet traces along the bones of its wings and crests of its scales soared into the twilight sky.

“Hoooooly fuck,” I nearly shouted, more surprised by Ryfon’s display than anything else. “Oh, right. You haven’t seen him in his draconic form, have you? Don’t worry, he can get much larger than that,” Bernar said, putting his hands on his hips as if he wasn’t surprised or impressed.

The feeling I’m getting from your core doesn’t lie, brother, I sent him, hoping not to embarrass him more than I needed to. Oh, fuck off, will you? Bernar snapped back, causing me to chuckle.

“Well, I think that’s a good place to start. We’ll have to wait for him to come back and let us know he’s completed his preparations for that trip,” Ysevel began, getting up from the bench and pulling me along with her.

“But I think it’ll be a good idea for us to get some rest. Thoma will finally be cleared from the infirmary tomorrow, and I’ve heard there’s a special surprise for him after his release,” she continued, giving me a wry smile.

What are you up to? I asked, trying to get the information out of her. Nothing, she sent back, blocking me from figuring out whatever it was, while Mom and Bernar went off snickering to their rooms, likely knowing what she was hiding.

The following morning, I woke up to a checklist of tasks to clear the infirmary. Apparently, it wasn’t as simple as a quick good to go and pat on the back as it was in Codrean. Regardless, I was impressed by how thorough they were during my final examination, and bowed to express my gratitude.

“Any friend of Ryfon’s is a friend of ours, so there is no need for you to bow. Also, Lady Syldir sends her regards,” Ilyas, the one who tended to me during my stay, said, offering me a Caegweni bow. “S-She did? Well, you can tell her that I can’t think of a better and more thorough person to have taken care of me in such a state than you, Ilyas,” I said, bowing once more, causing him to chuckle.

“Lady Ysevel hardly left your side, so you should thank her just as much as you have me,” Ilyas chuckled, his bright white eyes shutting to mere slits as he smiled. “Don’t worry, she already knows,” I said, grabbing the long flowing robe from the rack. It was black, just like the one my mother was wearing, though I didn’t find it difficult to adjust to fit my body, having had a similar experience with Dwarven clothing.

Is it just me, or is Polarion like an amalgamation of cultures from Kavrass? I wondered, thinking back on everything I’d learned about the truth of that realm.

Brushing the thought aside, I made my way down the stairs to the courtyard, where Ysevel was waiting for me in similar clothing to what I was wearing. “There you are. I was wondering how much longer that was going to take,” she smiled brightly as she made sure I was wearing the robe correctly.

“What can I say? Ilyas is extremely thorough,” I shrugged as she adjusted my collar a little. She quickly pulled me in for a kiss, then smiled wryly. “Someone’s here to see you,” she said, jutting her head over her shoulder subtly. As I looked beyond her, I saw there were three people about Ryfon’s height waiting for me.

The first had pinkish-blonde hair, bright blue eyes with hints of orange, and a build that reminded me a lot of my mother, only roughly a full meter taller. The second was Lady Syldir, whom I recognized from the day prior. However, the third was staring at me so intensely that I thought I was going to have a hole blown through my chest at any moment.

Her piercing golden eyes flickered with countless tendrils of mana, matching the highlights of her pure white robes that I couldn’t have found a speck of dirt on if I tried. Her long, white hair was braided along the sides of her head that trailed back toward her nape. The braids met up with the rest of her hair and were secured by a golden clasp that twinkled like the stars of the Twilight Sea.

Ysevel and I approached them and greeted them with a bow. “Lady Syldir, it’s a pleasure to see you again,” I said with the utmost humility, knowing formality would serve me better when in a public area. “Likewise, Thoma. Allow me to introduce you to two people who have been anxious to meet you since hearing about your victory over Mideia,” she gestured to each side, letting the two take a step forward.

“This is my daughter, Vauv. She’s a... close friend of Erumon’s, and has heard all about you from him,” Syldir began, gesturing to her right. “Pleasure to meet you, Lady Vauv,” I said, dipping my head with a hand across my chest. “Lady Vauv? Hah! Ysevel, did you really not tell him anything about me?” she chuckled, putting a hand across her mouth.

“I didn’t say a word. I wanted it to be a surprise, remember?” Ysevel chuckled. “Of course, of course. It’s a pleasure to meet you as well, Thoma. You may simply call me Vauv, since I think that will help ease any tension you might feel,” she said with a radiant smile that all but mimicked the sun. “If you say so,” I shrugged, growing immediately comfortable with her.

“And this is Kanarin Damiran, though I think it would be best if I let you two greet each other properly, first,” Syldir said wryly. As soon as the words left her mouth, I immediately felt Ysevel’s hand let go of my arm and realized she’d used the odoruki technique to step away.

Wait, what the...? I cut myself off as an overwhelming sense of dread filled my core.

Instinctively, I formed my kataki blade, and moved it in front of me, just in time to catch a balled fist aimed at my chest that moved faster than I had time to process. The shockwave would have sent me flying right back into the infirmary, but being in the fifth stage seemed to be enough to keep me on my feet.

I gritted my teeth through the impact, feeling my freshly healed wounds and bones strain against the weight of her strike. I managed to tear my eyes from the point of impact and realized her expression hadn’t changed at all.

It’s like she’s not even trying, I gritted my teeth, then used my odoruki technique to reposition myself and try to land a strike of my own.

I reappeared to my right, and thought I’d gained the upper hand in positioning, but she was already there waiting for me to reappear. A balled fist came down, hoping to crush me into the ground and forcing me to move yet again, but like before, she was already there with a prepared uppercut.

Holy fuck, she’s quick, I thought, immediately retracting my blade and twisting my body just enough to avoid it.

I used my left hand to try to push her blow to the side, but she quickly came down with an elbow aimed at my temple. I understood, then, that I was out of position, my center of gravity was offset, and I had no other choice but to try my best and mitigate the hit by putting my palm between us.

The force of that one strike alone was nearly enough to shatter all the bones in my hand, and I could tell that even then, she was still holding back. I used the momentum from the strike to launch me into a flip and, hopefully, be able to land a kick to her head.

She caught my ankle with a single hand and held me aloft for a moment, regarding me curiously for a heartbeat before she launched me into the air to roughly about the same height as the balcony I’d sat on the night prior.

Using the odoruki technique to regain my balance in mid-air, I leaned into the space between us, and appeared before her, lowering myself to dodge her left hook and aiming a balled fist at her stomach.

Her eyes widened as my fist approached her, but she was much faster than I was, smoothly catching my fist with her palm and creating yet another shockwave that resonated throughout the courtyard.

“Not bad,” she stared down at me imperiously with her right eyebrow slightly raised. “There isn’t much to teach you, but there are some bad habits to break. However, those habits are no fault of your own, as had you been taught among us, they wouldn’t have been embedded into your fighting style to begin with,” she said somewhat cryptically, letting me know the fight was over.

“I-I’m sorry? I don’t know what habits you’re talking about,” I said, pulling my hand away from her as I stood upright and scratched my cheek. “Also, that’s one way to greet someone for the first time,” I said with a raised eyebrow at Syldir, who held a surprised look on her face, but said nothing.

“Indeed, Thoma Fayren. I apologize if that seemed rude by any means, but I had to make sure that Vauv and Bernar weren’t blowing the stories about you out of proportion,” Kanarin said, offering me a slight bow. “W-Well, I, uhhh...” I trailed off, not sure of what to say.

“Don’t worry, it seems she wasn’t exaggerating at all. You fought well, particularly for someone fresh out of the infirmary,” she grinned, prompting me to turn and look at Ysevel. “Did you know about this?” I asked, genuinely surprised to see her giggling a few meters away.

“Of course I did. During the week you were unconscious, Bernar grew restless and asked Syldir for a sparring partner, though I will say I think he got more than he bargained for,” she smiled brightly, giving Kanarin a knowing nod.

“W-Wait, you’ve already sparred with Bernar? I guess that explains the surprise attack,” I said, raising my eyebrows and shifting my gaze aside.

“I have, and while I don’t usually play favorites, he’s certainly a force to be reckoned with for someone his age,” Kanarin said with a thoughtful smile. “I should have expected as much,” I sighed and shook my head. “He’s always been an absolute monster when it comes to close combat,” I continued with a chuckle, but Kanarin raised an eyebrow.

“Funny, he said the same thing about you. It seems he wasn’t wrong, after all,” she said, putting a finger to her sharp chin. My eyes widened in surprise, and somewhere off in the distance, I could have sworn I heard my brother cry out in embarrassment.

“Th-thank you, Lady Kanarin. I’m grateful for the kind words,” I bowed again. “Nonsense. Where did you learn to fight like that?” she asked, prompting Ysevel to gingerly take my arm in hers. “Lady Kalia of the Iron Plume clan had a similar philosophy to learning. It was either Learn Quickly or Get Slammed on Your Ass with her, much like my mother, Siraye,” I shrugged, getting a light chuckle from Kanarin.

“Well, perhaps I could teach them something as well, but that will have to wait until after your mission. I just wanted to have an idea of your skills before you all set off for it tomorrow,” she replied, turning to get a nod of approval from Syldir. “I’m sure they’ll be just as honored as we will,” Ysevel said, offering her a bow.

“No, Lady Ysevel. The honor would be mine to train the granddaughter of Duke Ryfon Ansuz,” she said, giving her a much deeper bow than she’d given me.

Well, well! It looks like you’re royalty no matter where you are, I sent her with a gentle nudge. I know, she sent back cheekily, prompting me to chuckle and shake my head. But I still wonder just how much more we’ll be able to learn from her, given that she’s the headmaster of Polarion Academy, she sent, putting a finger on her chin pensively.

She’s fucking what now? I felt the color flush from my face, slowly turning my gaze back to the one giving me a knowing look that told me she’d just heard everything Ysevel told me. “B-but how?” I hardly managed to voice. “Insight,” Kanarin said with a wry grin.

“O-Oh, of course,” I chuckled nervously, rubbing the back of my neck since I knew what she meant from Kalia and Devyr. “In any case, I think it would be best if we completed this mission quickly. From what Duke Ryfon has told me, it won’t be a simple task,” Syldir stepped forward as Kanarin moved aside. “We? You’re coming with us, Lady Syldir?” I asked without bothering to hide my surprise.

“Would you prefer anyone else? Also, I thought I told you not to call me Lady,” she raised an eyebrow, forcing me to blush as Kanarin and Vauv both looked stunned by her casual tone. “S-Sorry, I didn’t mean it like that. I’m just taken aback that you’re the one coming with us,” I managed, raising a hand placatingly.

“I’ve already given you and the others enough of my blood to consider you my family. Why wouldn’t I go along?” she asked flatly as I felt my face burning again. “F-Fair enough,” I chuckled nervously.

“Syldir has offered to help us deal with The Mouth, as he won’t be likely to help us without anything in return. You saw Bernar’s memories just like I did, but we’ll need her help if we want to save Ed,” Ysevel chimed in, squeezing my arm gently and giving me a warm smile.

“I-I don’t know what to say except thank you,” I said calmly, though my emotions were all over the place at the thought of Polarion royalty stepping up to not only help us, but Ed as well. “That’s good enough for me. Besides, I’m curious to meet the others who had a hand in bringing down Mideia’s puppets,” she grinned wryly.

This is going to go well, right? I sent Ysevel with a crooked smile. I guess we’ll find out, she smiled and raised her eyebrows.

“In the meantime, I suggest you gather your belongings and prepare for our journey back. We’ll meet back here within the hour,” Syldir said, turning to leave with a wave. “It was a pleasure to see you fight, Thoma! I can’t wait for you and the others to come back for training!” Vauv said with a wave and a bright smile, following behind her mother. “We’re looking forward to it!” I called out with a similar wave.

We’ll be back soon, I thought, getting another tight squeeze from Ysevel.
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Old Friends, New Journeys

Within the hour, as promised, Ysevel, Mom, Bernar, and I were ready to go.

The portal Syldir prepared for us swirled and glowed with pure white mana, but instead of the pathways, I could clearly see Caegwen on the other side. As I approached, the warm spring air filled with the scents of the first flowers wafted toward us, prompting us all to breathe it in deeply.

“Ah, I’ve missed that smell,” Ysevel said with a sigh of relief, though Bernar raised an eyebrow at her. “What do you... Ah, right. It’s been over a decade for you two, hasn’t it?” he nodded, getting another in return from the two of us.

“I’d be willing to bet Maikell is tending to the flowers by his shop already,” Mom said, rubbing a finger across her nose with a grin. “What do you mean by that?” I asked, then suddenly felt the intent behind her statement. “Nooooo, you don’t think that...?” I stopped myself when my mom burst out laughing. “Oh, yes! I definitely think that,” she said, leaving Bernar the most confused out of all of us.

“Dare I even ask?” he leaned in and muttered to me. “She thinks Maikell might have a thing for Kalia,” I replied with a shrug, causing his eyes to widen in surprise.

“No shit? Huh, I don’t think I could have seen that coming,” he chuckled and shook his head. “I don’t think anyone could have, but whether she accepts his feelings is another story entirely,” Ysevel said with a hint of worry in her tone that caused me to look at her curiously.

“Maikell’s a sweet man under all the soot, and I’d really hate to see him hurt again,” she said pensively. I quickly took her hand in mine and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Don’t worry. We’ll play matchmaker for them, but we’ll probably have to leave Athar out of it. You know how he is with secrets,” I chuckled, getting one from her, too.

“No, we can’t do that. He’s the only one who lacks any sort of shame. If anything, we need him for it to work,” she said with a grin, which I couldn’t help but respond to with one of my own. “Fair enough,” I chuckled before turning my attention to Syldir, who was waving at us.

“Do you have everything you need?” she asked when we were a dozen meters away. “Yes, thank you. Although I will say that I wasn’t expecting to get a new set of robes. I feel like I’d be overdressed even in my own room,” I said lightly as I bowed. “And the rest of you?” she asked. “We’re all set. I’ve made sure of it,” Mom said with a nod.

At that, Syldir gestured for the two guardsmen to stand aside. They were at least a head taller than Thorsen, but they greeted us with the same level of respect as Syldir before we stepped through the portal.

I felt my body lurch much like it did whenever I used the odoruki technique before my feet touched the soft, mossy ground. Ysevel, did you feel that? I asked her, getting a nod in response. I noticed it when Ryfon brought us to Polarion. It really does seem like there are many more similarities between Meridian and Wraith mana than we realized, she replied.

Once my mind settled on that thought, I noticed Syldir had ordered the portal to be spawned in Myrdin’s training yard. “I figured you’d want to say hello to your friends before we headed off,” she said with a wry smile, gesturing to those a short distance from us. “Thank you,” I muttered, dipping my head a little.

“Thoma! Ysevel!” I heard Athar’s voice call out, breaking me out of my moment of distraction. He was a bit closer to us than the others, wearing Caegweni training attire that I guessed Aurae must have given him. Either that, or he’d found some way to swindle them out of Maikell.

Whatever the case, it suited him nicely.

“Glad to see you’re alive. I’d heard you left here looking like a bag of smashed assholes,” his alternate voice took over, getting a surprised look from Syldir in response. His eyes met hers, and while I didn’t need to read his thoughts, it was clear what he was about to say, given the look on his face. “Ah, shit,” he muttered a heartbeat later, prompting him to give her a swift bow.

I admit that I was a little nervous about their first encounter, but when Syldir laughed at his quick response, any anxiety I had immediately faded away. “I see that Ryfon wasn’t joking when he said you had interesting friends,” she covered her mouth while her eyes gave me a knowing look. “That we do,” Ysevel said with a chuckle.

“You may rise, Athar Truls. My name is Syldir, and it’s a pleasure to meet you, as I’ve heard quite a bit about you from the others and have been wanting to see you for myself,” she said with a gesture. “You wanted to see me?” Athar asked as he rose from his bow with a confused look that quickly faded when the sound of the others’ voices grew louder.

“Commander!” Vyra said with a wave that interrupted Syldir, followed closely behind by the rest of Mom’s team and a handful of others. “Hello, Vyra. I hope you’ve all been well,” Mom said with a bright smile. “We have, but it’s not like you didn’t give us any cause for concern, you know? Especially you,” Eirenne answered as she moved forward to wrap me in a tight hug.

What’s going on? I asked Ysevel, though she was hardly containing her laughter. “Kalia told us all about the battle and the state you were in when Lord Ryfon took you to his home. We’re all glad to see you’re fully healed,” Vyra added, giving me a warm smile.

“Oh, I see. Well, you can thank her for that,” I said as I pulled away from Eirenne and gestured to Syldir, who stood there with little more than a warm smile on her face. “A pleasure to meet you all,” she said, offering them a Caegweni greeting with her eyes closed.

The moment she lifted her head and reopened her eyes, everyone who hadn’t known who she was immediately dropped to a knee. “Is this going to happen every time?” she muttered to Mom. “Might as well get used to it,” Mom replied with a nonchalant shrug. “If I have to, I will make it a decree across all of Kavrass that it’s not necessary,” Syldir sighed and shook her head.

I was grateful to see that everyone else had heard what she said.

“So, tell us all about it. How did you manage to beat him?” Nenvalur said, clasping his hand on my shoulder firmly, but when I didn’t budge, he raised an eyebrow in surprise. “Never mind, I think I know. You didn’t reach the fifth stage mid-fight, did you?” he asked with no small amount of curiosity.

“I thought you all heard the story already, but yes, I did. It took everything I had, and even then, it was hardly enough. If it hadn’t been for all the time I spent training with you guys and Kalia, I don’t think I would have lasted even a second against him. I even had to use bow and spear-caster techniques just to figure him out,” I said, gesturing to Vyra and the others, who all looked at me with teary eyes.

“But you’re a sword-caster, right? How were you able to...?” he trailed off as I formed the Kataki blade for everyone else to see. “Sorry, I didn’t get the chance to show you guys this earlier, but this weapon can take the form of whatever I need it to,” I explained briefly, though the full explanation was a little different.

They immediately turned to Kalia with an expectant look, causing her to sigh heavily. “I’ll consider it,” she said tiredly. The four of them immediately turned back to me with the same look, but when I heard Syldir clearing her throat, I knew I couldn’t show anything off.

Just before they could say anything, a guardsman appeared beside her with a decorated metallic box sealed in a multi-colored layer of mana that shimmered gently in the sunlight. “Thoma, we should deal with this first,” she urged, dismissing the guardsman with a nod.

“She’s right. I’ll have to show you the techniques later on. We need to speak with Anwill first. Kalia, we’ll need you there, as well,” I said, giving her a nod, though she already knew what we were going to talk about. “What about us?” Irun asked, prompting me to chuckle. “Did you really have to ask?” I answered with my own question. “Just making sure,” he said with a shrug.

No one else bothered to ask, though I could tell they were a bit nervous around Syldir.

We all made our way over to the palace, where Aurae and the others who’d stayed behind to defend Myrdin were already gathered in the main hall. “Mother, Father!” Ysevel said, rushing over to them and giving them both a warm hug.

That will never stop bringing a smile to my face, will it? I wondered, seeing their thankful expressions that she’d returned safely.

“Welcome home, daughter. We’re so glad you’re safe,” Elhael managed to say, though I could almost hear the lump in his throat. “Thank you. All of you,” he spoke to the rest of us who were with her in the Gramm Isles. “Don’t thank us; you might want to thank her instead,” Mom jutted her thumb toward Syldir, who offered them a small nod.

“Welcome back, Thoma,” Leona said with a tone of relief, getting up from her seat to wrap me in a hug. “Kalia showed me what happened. Are you alright?” she asked, pushing me back to take a closer look at me.

“Well, aside from the fact that I’d probably be dead if it weren’t for Syldir and Ryfon...” I shrugged with a smirk. “Not funny,” she said with a disappointed pout. “I wasn’t joking,” I said flatly, prompting her eyes to widen.

Aurae, of course, was one of the only people there who knew Syldir’s true status. Thank you, Lady Syldir. Please send my regards to Ilyas as well, Aurae sent her, but allowed me and the others in on her brief conversation. Think nothing of it. Helping her and the others was the very least I could do for Ryfon. I can’t have his granddaughter marrying a corpse, can I? Syldir replied, giving me a knowing look.

I couldn’t help but blush at the fact that she’d said it so openly, even though in my head, I’d only really known her for a handful of days.

“Come, the others have been awaiting your return, and there’s plenty to discuss,” Aurae said, gesturing to the same meeting room we’d used so many times before. Syldir gestured for us to go first, likely having had more than her fill of attention for one day, so Mom and I began making our way toward the room, with the others following close behind.

Every member of Nightfall’s Blade, including Devyr, Mom’s team, and Nenvalur, followed in after us, only to find that Taegin, Ardrin, Thorn, Ren, Anwill, and Meliss were already in there waiting for us. Meliss was sitting in a chair with some strange piece of equipment around her chest, while Anwill examined the mana stone at its center.

Noticing our entrance, he pulled away from Meliss, leaving Taegin and Ardrin with looks of mild frustration.

“We’ll continue this later,” he said, giving her a warm smile, gently patting her arm, and turning to offer us a welcoming greeting. “It’s good to see you all in good health,” he said, prompting Taegin and Ardrin to mimic him. ‘It’s good to be back, old friend,” Mom said brightly, but I could see Anwill’s face shift into one of genuine surprise when he laid eyes on me.

“T-Thoma, what happened to you?” he asked breathlessly, moving toward me. “Well, I’m sure you heard plenty from Meliss, but...” I began to say just before he cut me off with a wave.

“No, and that’s what worries me. She hasn’t been able to say much of anything. Just what the hells happened over there?” he asked, prompting Ardrin and Taegin to lean in a little more closely, while Ren, Thorn, and Leona stayed silent with worry.

“I think it’s best if everyone hears this,” Ysevel said with a nod, causing me to respond with one of my own. “I agree, but it’s going to take a while,” I shrugged. As soon as I did so, Elhael immediately put his open palm to the floor and poured his mana into it. The floor shifted and moved, as more root-like chairs began to
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