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Farren's breath billowed in front of him in icy clouds as he trudged through knee-deep snow. The wind howled around him, biting at any exposed skin with icy fangs. Jagged peaks of dark stone jutted up on all sides, looming over him and Lysandra like the teeth of some monstrous beast waiting to devour them.

He glanced back at Lysandra, taking in her haggard appearance. Her lips were cracked and blue, her complexion pale. She limped slowly, grasping her wounded arm tight. He could see her jaw clenched against the pain, determination burning in her eyes. 

"Not much farther now," he said, raising his voice over the mournful shriek of the wind. It was half encouragement, half reminder to himself. Lysandra merely nodded, too weary for words.

Farren turned his focus back to their path, eyeing the treacherous shale underfoot. One wrong step could send them tumbling into a ravine. He chose each footfall carefully, shoulders hunched against the needling ice.

This accursed mountain seemed intent on claiming their lives. They needed to reach Amir, Lysandra's life hung in the balance,  After all she had done for him, all she had sacrificed, Farren owed her this much.  He had to get her to Amir.  Farren adjusted his grip on the Celestial Gladius, feeling the thrum of power that emanated from the ornate blade. Was it worth it?  This weapon - their hard-won prize, was their one chance to pierce the Tyrant's enchanted armor. 

Without it, Emperor Archibald would remain immortal and untouchable, his cruel reign never ending. 

Farren sensed Lysandra faltering behind him. He turned to see her stumble, barely catching herself against an icy boulder. Her face was pale and beaded with sweat despite the freezing temperatures. Her wounded arm had become infected, worse still its rapid advance seemed to be taking its toll on her.

"We must rest a moment," Farren said, moving quickly to support her. 

Lysandra shook her head, jaw stubbornly set. "I can make it," she insisted through chattering teeth. 

Farren kept his tone gentle but firm. "You need to gather your strength. Just for a little while." 

The fight left Lysandra's eyes. She sagged against the boulder in defeat. Farren helped ease her to a sitting position amidst the rocks and snow. Her breath came in pained gasps, her bandaged arm clutched tight to her chest.

Farren crouched beside her, a lump forming in his throat. 

Lysandra's eyes were glazed with feverish delirium when she turned to him. 

"It's so cold," she whispered through cracked lips. 

Farren hastily piled snow around her for insulation. He rubbed her good arm, trying to stimulate warmth, but her extremities were like ice. Lysandra's teeth chattered violently. 

Farren shed his cloak and wrapped it around her trembling shoulders. She sagged against him, too weak to resist as he pulled her close. He had to get her temperature up. 

Lysandra mumbled incoherently, head lolling. Farren kept rubbing her arm and back briskly. 

"Stay with me," he urged. "We're close now. Amir will know what to do."

Lysandra's eyes fluttered open at that. They were glassy with pain but cognizant. 

"Do you really think he can help me?" Her voice was thin as a reed.

"I know he can," Farren said, injecting his words with false confidence. In truth, it was their only hope. Lysandra had to believe it too. 

He helped her stand, bearing most of her weight. Step by agonizing step, they descended the merciless mountainside, making slow but steady progress toward the valley below, and the gifted healer who awaited them.

Farren's muscles burned with exertion as he half-carried Lysandra down the steep mountain pass. Her steps grew more faltering, as the snow began to recede. He tightened his grip around her waist, supporting more of her slight frame against his side.

Day passed into night, then back into day. Each seeming to blur. 
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"Just a little farther," he encouraged through gritted teeth. "We'll soon be at that cottage where we left Amir."

Lysandra didn't respond, head lolling once more. Farren's heart clenched. They were so close. He couldn't lose her now. 

With a burst of desperate strength, Farren swept Lysandra's legs out from under her and lifted her into his arms. The infection was ravaging her body.

"Hold on," he pleaded, quickening his pace toward the warm glow of Amir's lanterns. 

Farren stumbled the last few yards and kicked urgently at the wooden door. It swung open, revealing Amir's broad form haloed in firelight. His brows rose in surprise.

"Please," Farren gasped, arms trembling with Lysandra's limp body. "You have to help her."

Amir's expression shifted to one of grave understanding. He stepped back, gesturing them inside.

"Bring her to the bed," he instructed calmly. 

Farren carried Lysandra to the bed as Amir rummaged through cupboards, bringing out various bottles, bandages and tinctures.  Farren felt his heart pounding with desperate hope. Amir's skilled hands were her only chance now. As the mystic leaned over her, brow furrowed in concentration, Farren sent up a fervent prayer to whoever would listen. 

Please let him save her.

Amir carefully peeled back the crude makeshift bandages wrapped around Lysandra's arm, hissing through his teeth at the sight of the infected wound. Her fair skin was mottled with angry red streaks spreading up toward her shoulder, the gash oozing and swollen. 

"How did this happen?" Amir asked, even as his deft fingers probed the inflamed flesh surrounding the injury.

"One of the guardians of the Gladius pierced her arm with its sword," Farren answered hoarsely. "In the Dead Tips. I tried to clean and dress it as best I could, but..."

He trailed off helplessly as Amir nodded in understanding, focused wholly on his examination. After a moment, the healer straightened, face grim. 

"The infection has spread deep," he pronounced. "If left untreated, it will fester until it poisons her entirely.  I dare say the guardians blades were all poisoned... it may be worth checking you over as well, just incase."

Farren's chest constricted, a cold fist of fear squeezing his heart. 

"You can heal it though...can't you?" he pleaded. 

Amir let out a slow breath, meeting Farren's desperate gaze with one full of empathy and regret. 

"I can purge the infection from her body and prevent its spread," he said gently. "I don’t believe I can repair the damage to her arm. Too much of her muscles tissue has been severed for too long.  She will never again have full use of that arm if at all."

Farren stared at him, stunned. Then his shoulders slumped in defeat. Lysandra would be devastated. But alive - that was what mattered most.

"Do what you must," he rasped. 

Amir nodded and turned back to his patient. His battle for her life had only just begun.

Lysandra's eyes fluttered open as Amir began preparing a poultice to draw out the infection. She gritted her teeth against the searing pain radiating from her wounded arm. 

"How bad is it?" she asked weakly.

Farren crouched down beside her, taking her good hand in his. His expression was grave.

"The infection runs deep," he said quietly. "Amir can heal you, but..."

He faltered, unwilling to deliver the bitter news. Lysandra searched his face, her own paling as understanding dawned. 

"I'll lose the use of my arm," she whispered.

Farren nodded, throat tight. 

Lysandra looked down at her arm, face etched with grief and frustration. She had trained all her life to be a warrior, honing her skills relentlessly with unmatched agility. Now her arm was ruined, her future destroyed in one cruel stroke of fate. 

She blinked back furious tears. How could she protect Farren on his quest? Through thick and thin she had stayed true, protecting Farren, but now she was the one who needed protecting. Bitterness welled up in her her.

Farren seemed to read her thoughts. 

"We will find a way forward," he said firmly, giving her hand a comforting squeeze. 

She managed a small, grateful smile. 

“You have a choice to make young woman.” Amir said gently. “You keep the arm and run the risk of it being a constant hindrance, or I can remove the arm.” He turned to Farren. “I have news we should discuss at more convenient moment.”

Lysandra took a deep, steadying breath and met Farren's gaze. Though grief and uncertainty roiled within her, she saw only reassurance and compassion in his eyes. 

"I don't know if I'm ready to make this choice," she admitted. 

Farren nodded in understanding. "There's no rush. Take the time you need.  As long as Amir can treat the infection, we can decide on the arm later." Lysandra looked down at her arm once more, jaw tightening with resolve. The options tore at her - lose the arm or keep it and live with constant pain and hindrance. Neither seemed tenable. 

She thought of the quest ahead, of the lives depending on their success. Doubt crept in. How could she help Farren stand against the Emperor like this? 

As if reading her mind again, Farren grasped her shoulder. "Whatever you choose, we will work it out." 

His unyielding faith in her was a balm to her ragged spirit. Lysandra let his words sink in, fortifying her for the path ahead. For now, she allowed herself a moment of vulnerability, leaning into Farren's steady strength. 
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