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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.

Reaching the start of the next trilogy in The Synner Saga is something I could have only imagined in my wildest dreams, and 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 three and a half 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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Sealed

I woke to the sound of a knock on my door.

It’s probably just the wind, I thought, rustling and turning in my bed to ignore whatever caused the sound.

It happened again, a much slower and deliberate rhythm this time, as if the patience of whoever was knocking was wearing thin. “Thoma, are you awake?” I heard a deep, muffled voice come from behind the thick wooden door. I recognized it as my father’s voice, but knowing how late at night it was, I couldn’t think of any reason why he’d want to talk to me.

As I looked out my small window, I could see the light of the full moon casting a silver glow on the gently swaying tree tops that surrounded our house. Judging by that alone, I knew that there were still more than a few hours until dawn, but that my mother likely wouldn’t be home for at least another two days.

I remember they had a heated conversation earlier that week about a few-day mission she had to go on, but I couldn’t immediately recall when she said she'd be home. What I didn’t realize, however, was just how vital that information would have been.

I took a deep breath and sighed heavily, already fearing whatever would come of this late-night interaction, and got out of bed, rubbing my eyes with my knuckles. After lazily walking over to the door, I opened my eyes only to find a bright lantern shining in my face, making me squint through my already heavy eyelids.

“What time is it? Is something wrong, Dad?” I asked, trying my best to shield my eyes from the bright light. “It’s a little past midnight, and no, nothing’s wrong. At least, it won’t be for much longer,” he said cryptically as I struggled to understand what he meant. “Come, there’s something we need to do,” he said as he pushed my door open and forced me away from it.

He briskly walked to where my cloak was hanging and grabbed it off the hook, wrapping it around my shoulders. “Can you at least tell me where we’re going?” I asked bluntly as I felt my body jerk from his pulling the cloak’s open seams across my chest as he clasped the small brooch near my clavicle. He squatted down to be at eye level with me and put his hands on my shoulders.

“I need you to listen to me very closely, Thoma,” he began, staring into my eyes with an almost frightened look as the pendant around his neck glinted in the lantern’s light. There was something about it that drew my attention, but whatever it was quickly vanished.

It wasn’t like him to be fond of jewelry, although the green crystal inlaid in silver around his neck was a gift from my mother that he wore often. But, for whatever reason, I could almost feel something was different about it.

He wasn’t a particularly kind man, at least not to me or my brother, but he wasn’t one to scare easily either, and the look on his face was something I’d never seen, not even once. It was strange to see him in such a state, but I knew that I couldn’t dwell on those thoughts for long, since he immediately lowered his head.

“There’s something wrong with you, and we need to get you to a healer quickly before it gets any worse,” he said, gripping my shoulders a little more tightly before looking back up at me. “What do you mean something’s wrong with me? I feel fine, Dad, and if something’s really wrong with me, then Mom can just fix it when she gets back,” I shrugged, not knowing that my reply would cause him to react.

“You’re a fool for thinking she could fix what’s wrong, Thoma, but I know someone who can; someone far more powerful than she could ever hope to be,” he replied bitterly in a tone of voice I’d never heard him use before. The pungent smell of wine on his breath made me wrinkle my nose a little, forcing me to try to back away a little, but he held me firmly in place.

He’s going to force me to go with him to see this person, isn’t he? I felt my stomach sink in realization immediately.

“Dad, I-I’m scared. Why can’t we just have Mom do it? I’m sure she can fig-...” I cut myself off when my father’s face twisted angrily for a brief moment, then quickly reverted to a pained smile as if he was suddenly back in control of himself. “There’s no need to be afraid of him. I promise he’s going to help you, but we need to move quickly if we’re going to be on time to meet him,” he said in a much calmer tone as he gestured to the door.

I knew I wasn’t going to get any truthful answers out of him for the time being, so I nodded my understanding and followed his commands. As we walked down the stairs, I could see there was an empty bottle of wine on the table, and judging by what he’d said earlier, as well as the time of night when he decided to pull this little stunt, I could tell there was more going on than I realized.

As we approached the front door, I noticed the horse from the stables had already been prepared for what looked like a two-day trip, with only two small satchels attached to the saddle. I looked up at his face to see if there was any sort of answer I could get, but the strange smirk on his face told me everything I needed to know.

Nothing’s wrong with me, there’s something wrong with him. I’ve never seen that look in his eyes before, I noticed his plump cheeks bunching up near widened eyes as his fist slammed into the side of my head.

That was the last thing I remembered before darkness overcame me.

When I woke up, I found there were ropes tied around my hands and ankles, my shirt had been taken off, and there were candles at various points of strange markings in a pattern on the floor in front of me. I blinked a handful of times, already feeling the swelling begin to throb as I regained consciousness.

Where am I? I thought through blurry vision and a hazy presence of mind as I struggled to sit up.

With a small grunt of exertion, I managed to push myself up and sit upright, using my knees to try to rub my eyes in hopes of clearing my vision. Blinking another few times and trying to ignore the pain that riddled the side of my face, I did what I could to understand my surroundings.

The candles and strange lines on the ground were in a much more deliberate shape than I initially understood. Each one was placed at the apex of an octagonal ring, which I was right in the middle of. Above me, I could see hams of different meats and shelves of cheeses, though I had no idea what their purpose was.

Wherever this is, it looks more like a storage shed than anything else. Is this where the healer is supposed to be? I wondered, trying to figure out what was going on.

“Ah, you’re finally awake. I was wondering how long it would take you to wake up,” an unrecognizable voice came from behind me, making me flinch in surprise. I did what I could to face the source of my surprise, only to find a weathered old man sitting on a stool just a few meters behind me, with his calloused hands quickly raised in a placating gesture.

The top half of his face was covered by a sheet of cloth held by a thin leather band, with slits cut out for the pair of glowing, sickly-green eyes laced with black tendrils staring back at me. His beard was haggard and unkempt, and there was a considerable amount of dirt beneath his fingernails that I could see even from where I was sitting.

What surprised me the most, however, was that this old man was sitting with one leg loosely crossed over the other and leaning back, reminding me of the painting my father had of himself, which hung in our home.

“Wh-who are you? Why am I here?” I asked, trying to scoot as far away from him as I could. “Calm down, there’s no need to fear me. I’m a friend of your father’s, though I didn’t expect him to bring you here in this state,” the old man said with a voice that didn’t match his features, revealing a set of rotten teeth as he grinned in an attempt to appear more friendly.

Needless to say, it didn’t help.

“I apologize for startling you, as that was never my intention. I only meant to make you aware of my presence,” he continued, getting up from his seat. I could hear the decades of wear on his joints crackle as he stood, but he showed no sign of being in any sort of pain as he walked over to the edge of the circle, where he got down on one, crackling knee.

Is he even human? I thought, as the sound reminded me of when I’d tear off a chicken leg at dinner.

“Can I have my shirt back? It’s cold in here,” I asked, trying to disguise the fear-filled chills running down my body as being cold. “We both know that’s a lie, Thoma. Do you think it’s wise to lie to your elders?” the old man asked, prompting me to shake my head in disagreement.

How does he know I lied? I wondered quietly.

“That’s easy; I can read your thoughts,” he answered the question I’d just asked myself, catching me entirely off guard. I felt my eyes widen in surprise and the realization that this person, whoever he was, was much more powerful than he was letting on.

“Now, I’m sure you’re very confused by all of this, so I’ll try to keep this simple,” he said, rising from his kneeling position. As he entered the octagonal ring, the markings on the floor immediately responded to his presence, glowing the same sickly green color present in his eyes.

“Your father has told me a lot about you, but even with all of the information he’s given me, there are still two more things I need you to confirm in his stead. Don’t bother trying to hide it, as it won't work out well for you if you do. Do you understand?” he asked coldly as he sat on his heels, gazing into my eyes intently as he raised a pair of fingers.

I swallowed dryly and nodded my head, instinctively knowing that any other answer was likely to cause me pain. I don’t know how I knew, but the feeling I had when looking at my father’s pendant was present again. Even though he told me I didn’t have to fear him, there was no other feeling I could comprehend in that moment, which sent another chill rolling down my spine.

“Good. The first question I’m going to ask you is a simple one: What do you see when you look into my eyes?” he asked, leaning in a little closer as the green color in his eyes flared. “I only see green, sir,” I answered truthfully. For some reason, I was unable to see the black tendrils anymore, though he seemed satisfied enough with my answer, as the same, toothy grin reappeared beneath the cloth.

“Excellent, Thoma. I see you took my warning about answering truthfully to heart,” he nodded slowly as he began to chuckle to himself. As he continued to laugh, I couldn’t help but grow even more confused by this strange display.

“What about the second thing, sir?” I asked, hoping to get whatever this was over with as quickly as possible. His chuckling immediately halted, and I could tell he’d closed his eyes beneath the cloth. “The second question is: What about now?” he asked, suddenly grabbing the top of my hair and pulling my face towards his until I was at eye level with him.

The green color in his eyes immediately swarmed with the same black tendrils from before, only this time, they were much more pronounced. They flicked around violently, disrupting the glow in his eyes wherever they appeared like oil to water. Suddenly, the tendrils’ sporadic movement quelled, and they began to swirl and flow counter to one another as if in a macabre dance.

“Tell me what you see,” he said, still piercing my gaze with his own, prompting me to shut my eyes out of fear and shake my head. “Thoma, tell me what you see,” he repeated more impatiently, but I held my eyes tightly shut and shook my head. “Tell me what you see!” he screamed in my face as he shook my head. A jolt of pain passed through my body like a saw tearing at every muscle, tendon, and bone in my body.

Why are you doing this? I thought, unable to vocally form a word since the pain was unbearable.

“Because you’re not answering the simple question. The pain you’re feeling will end when you tell me what you see. You’re the master of your fate here, Thoma, and you can end this whenever you want to. I didn’t want to have to resort to this, but you’ve left me no choice. Now, tell me what you see!” he shouted as he shook my head again, but the pain I felt from him nearly ripping out my hair was nothing compared to what was happening aside from that.

Through his shouting, I could hear what I thought was a stone being torn from the ground, and the light of the small candles around me began to grow more brightly as the air within the small shack began to tremble. The water from the nearby washing bowl splashed violently onto the floor, but whether that was my doing or his, I had no idea; however, I could feel it all happening.

The room continued to shake and tremble as my mind searched for a solution, any solution, to my current predicament, but nothing came. Nothing except the need to endure whatever this horrible test of his was.

I know I can’t escape, but my only other option is to outlast this, I thought, not worrying about whether he could hear it.

“You can struggle all you want to, Thoma, but I will get an answer from you one way or another. If this continues much longer, you’ll end up dying, or is death something you’re starting to welcome?” he asked, but I didn’t answer. My sole focus was to keep any other thoughts scattered and without order, so he wouldn't find the answer he was looking for.

Time seemed to come to a crawl as the pain riddled my body. There was little more I could do except try my best not to lose consciousness, but as my attention shifted back inwardly with another jolt of pain, I could feel that the pain had somewhat lessened when the room began to tremble. It was only after the pain had begun to subside that my jaw unclenched enough for me to speak the only words I knew would either put an end to it or me.

“W-Why do y-you need to know?” I barely managed to ask within the slight moment of clarity through gritted teeth, prompting him to suddenly release me from whatever it was he was doing to me and quickly get to his feet to leave the octagonal ring. As the pain receded, I was abruptly thrown into a fit of coughing, as blood poured from my nose and the corners of my mouth.

I coughed a few more times before I managed to look up at him, but the look on his face wasn’t one I was prepared for. It wasn’t fear, or anger, or any of the other expressions I could quickly recognize.

Instead, just behind the slits of cloth, there was hope in his eyes.

“Well done! Well done, indeed, Thoma,” he said through an astounded chuckle as he began to clap. “I’ve been looking for someone like you for a very long time, you see, but I never would have thought you would have been right here all along. Your potential and levels of defiance are exactly the things I’m looking for,” he spread his arms widely while I coughed up more blood, and spat whatever was in my mouth onto the ground as I began to double over.

“No, no, no! Don’t do that. Your blood is much too precious to be wasted so frivolously. I apologize for your injuries, but your insubordination was the cause of them, after all,” he said, moving forward to help me sit upright once more as a sickly-green glow emanated from the palm of his hand and into my chest. I could feel the exact opposite of whatever was happening to me before race through my body, as the same muscles and bones felt like they were being stitched back together.

“There, all better now,” he said with another grin filled with rotting teeth as he removed his hand from my chest. I was still breathing heavily as a result of that experience, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t grateful it was over.

Or, so I thought.

“Why did you do this to me? What kind of answers were you looking for?” I asked bluntly, not bothering to be polite to him anymore, but my question caused him to place a finger on his matted beard and twirl it loosely as he thought of an answer. After a few moments, he removed his hand and leaned in toward me once more.

“Because I needed to know if you would be of use to me. Your father made some bold claims about you, though I will say, I didn’t expect them to be true,” he said loosely, but no matter what tone of voice he used, I still felt apprehensive about him. There was something about his nature that was unpredictable, and I didn’t like it at all.

“You want to use me for something?” I asked, trying to gain a better understanding of what he meant. “Not use you, per se, but form an alliance with you,” he explained. “What’s an alliance?” I asked, not knowing the meaning of the word. “Think of it like a friendship. You do have friends, don’t you?” he asked, but I suppose the look on my face when he said the word friends told him everything he needed to know.

“Ah, well, I suppose we can’t have everything in life,” he said, backing away to sit on his heels once more. “How about I become your first friend?” he asked after a moment’s pause, catching me by surprise. “Why would I want to be friends with you? You just hurt me,” I sneered, but it had little effect on him.

“That pain was your own doing. I told you to answer me truthfully, but you refused to do so. You forced me to do that, you see. So, what do you say?” he asked with a nonchalant shrug, but I didn’t immediately answer.

Everything about him was strange, and his unpredictable nature, like before, caused me a sense of unease that I didn’t understand at the time. I didn’t know what would happen if I flat-out refused, but I also knew that he wasn’t going to let me walk away from this easily.

What should I do? I asked myself without voicing the words in my head.

“I’m waiting,” he said in a sing-song voice as he tapped a dirty finger on his thigh, as his impatience began to grow again. The obvious choice would have been to accept and be done with this strange encounter, but after everything I’d heard, felt, and seen, I couldn’t bring myself to trust him at all.

“I don’t think it’s a good idea for me to be your friend,” I shook my head, mentally preparing myself for whatever came next. While I couldn’t see his entire face, his body language told me he was disappointed in my answer as he let out a heavy sigh. “Then suffer the consequences,” he said maliciously just before dashing forward and placing his palm on my chest again. There was a bright flash of the pale green light before I felt the same pain from before. This time, however, it was only focused on a single region of my chest, just below my heart.

I screamed in agony like before, but as the intensity of the pain grew, I tried to recall the same feeling I had from before to fight against it. The room trembled and the air swirled like before, and I could tell that whatever I was doing was working, because he began to grit his rotten teeth in exertion as well.

I did what I could to struggle against him for a few moments, but as the glow in my chest intensified, I looked into his eyes one last time. There was no hope in them, only a slight hint of fear over something I couldn’t identify in the time I had before the energy between us exploded. I was sent flying backward into the far wall, and I saw he was knocked onto his back just before I blacked out.

I don’t know how much time had passed, but it couldn’t have been very long before I regained consciousness and noticed something was missing that I’d never realized I had before.

What just happened? I wondered, feeling incredibly weak as a sharp pain in my chest sped up my regaining of consciousness.

As I looked around the now-dilapidated storage room through teary eyes and listened through ringing ears, the pain became almost unbearable. I curled into a ball and began to sob uncontrollably, as I suddenly realized I wasn’t able to fight against it like before. “Why? Why won’t it work?” I hissed as a stringy wad of spit left my mouth in frustration.

Just then, I heard my father’s muffled voice entering the room, but he didn’t immediately rush to my aid. Instead, he was rapidly asking the old man a plethora of questions, but he only raised his grimy hand to stop him. “I’ve done enough for now. Your son will never be able to reach his full potential unless I allow it,” the old man said, from what I could hear.

You bastard, I thought, knowing this was a part of his plan all along.

Even though the events were still exceedingly fresh in my mind, I dreaded the day I’d ever have to meet him again. If the only way to remove whatever he’d done to me were by allying with him, then I’d prefer to have lived with whatever he’d done with me and never see him again.

They must have realized I was awake because they immediately lowered their voices to a hush, preventing me from hearing anything further. At that point, I didn’t want to anyway. I didn’t care anymore, since whatever he did to me would likely be with me for the rest of my life, and I knew there was only one way out of it.

I stayed in the position I was in, focusing only on trying to survive the pain I was in. I could feel the tears streaming down my face and soaking into the wooden floorboards beneath me as they puddled beneath my cheek. The only thing left to do at the time was wait for it all to be over. I didn’t know why my father had brought me to this person, but one thing I knew for sure was that whenever my mother got home, she wouldn’t be happy to hear what had happened.

A few minutes later, my father came and untied the ropes around my hands and ankles, which left bright red marks due to my struggle against the old man. He held my face in my hands, but at this point, I remember I was little more than catatonic, and entirely unable to give the slightest shit about whatever words left his mouth.

He helped me put my shirt back on and wrapped my cloak around me the same way he had before, then led me out to the horse, which carried more supplies now than the night we’d left. He helped me up onto the horse, probably knowing he didn’t have to knock me out this time, and mounted just behind me.

As we turned to leave, the old man waved us off, but gave me a knowing look from beneath the cloth, sending what little contents I had in my stomach soaring from between my teeth. “It’s alright, Thoma. You’re all better now,” my father said, patting me on the back as I spat the remaining bile.

Better? I thought, feeling a rage against him I didn’t know I had in me.

Perhaps I did know, but this was the first time I ever dared to acknowledge it. I had no idea what he was thinking in putting me through that, but there was one thing I knew for sure: there was something about me that changed enough to satisfy him.

I don’t know exactly how long we rode for, as all I could do was focus on not passing out from the pain accentuated by the horse’s gait. I closed my eyes and focused inwardly, doing my best not to puke or fall off the horse. At some point, however, we finally made it home, and after helping me get down from the horse, my dad gave me a self-satisfied look that rubbed me the wrong way. I hardly had the strength to challenge it, and decided it was best to turn away and ignore whatever he was about to say.

“Where do you think you’re going?” he asked as he watched me begin to walk toward the tree line, but I just ignored him. “I asked you a question, Thoma,” he said, revealing a hint of annoyance in his tone, causing me to halt and turn to face him with a furrowed brow. “Does it matter?” I asked, not bothering to maintain any sort of pleasantries with him as my mental state finally recovered.

“How dare you speak to me in that tone?” he snarled, but it did nothing to me. There was nothing he could say that I cared for, and even less that I was going to obey at this point. I rolled my eyes and continued walking away, hearing him shout something I willingly ignored, though it was probably a string of insults and name-calling, judging by the pattern and tone of his voice.

As I moved through the trees, I found a spot I felt was far enough away from him to be outside of earshot. I slumped against the roots of a massive tree and gazed upward at the gently swaying branches.

Well, at least I can still smell the rain coming, I sighed as I looked off toward the distant rain clouds.

What’s done is done. The only thing I can do now is live with whatever that old man did to me. If Mom were home, this wouldn’t have happened, right? She would’ve probably killed that old man long before he laid a finger on me, I thought as I rested my head against the thick roots.

I didn’t know what to do. Was there anything I could’ve even done about that situation? Not likely, but I figured I had to make the best of it while I still could. After a few hours, the smell of rain grew stronger, meaning it was time to head back home.

No, that’s probably not a good idea right now, I thought, knowing my father was likely still angry at my behavior when we got home.

I sighed again, and as I let out the last bit of air in my lungs, the rain began to fall. The clouds above me were dark and gray, though the rain brought me a solace I didn’t know I needed. I knew he wasn’t going to come after me in the rain, so I decided to stay in the woods overnight.

If a creature wants a snack, I don’t think I’m much of a meal, but I also wouldn’t care if it did, I thought, letting my forehead rest on my knees as I bundled my cloak around me.

The following morning, the rain had subsided somewhat, though it was still drizzling, and I could feel my stomach rumbling from hunger.

Damn it, why now? I thought angrily at my body’s inability to sustain me on nothing but rainwater and the handful of dried fruit I stole from the horse before I’d left.

I accepted my fate and decided it was time to head home, but I heard a rustling behind me. Initially, I thought it was just a wild animal, but when I turned to look, all I could see was a white piece of cloth hanging over a scraggly beard off in the distance.

Shit, did he follow us home? I thought, trying to feign that I hadn’t seen him.

Whether he’d heard my thoughts was another story, but thankfully, nothing came of it, and I made my way back home without another instance of him appearing.

I snuck in from the back door, knowing my father seldom visited that area of the house, as he usually stayed in the living room during the early hours of the morning. I had no idea what time it was, but it was early enough that it was still the most likely place he’d be. But as I cracked open the door, I was surprised to hear not one, but two voices in the living room.

Mom? I thought, using my knowledge of the floorboards that creaked, and the ones that didn’t, to get closer to hear their conversation from around the corner.

“I’m not going to ask you again. Where the fuck is my son?” she asked in a harsh tone of voice. “Siraye, I’ve already told you that I don’t know. He went off into the woods and hasn’t come back since yesterday evening,” he said dismissively. “And why would he do that? What did you do?” she asked again, leaning in toward him. Her steel-colored hair was still matted from her journey home, and she was still wearing her armor.

It couldn’t have been more than a few minutes that she’s been back, I realized, immediately revealing myself.

“Mom, I’m right here,” I said, stepping out from behind the corner of the short hallway that led to the pantry. “Thoma!” she said, rushing over to me and wrapping me in a tight, wet hug. Her armor still smelled of a creature’s blood even though the rain had soaked through it. “I’m glad you’re home safely. He didn’t hurt you, did he?” she asked as she pulled back to give me a once-over with her eyes.

I glanced over at my father, who put a single finger to his lips and shook his head. I didn’t have to be an adult to realize that if I’d said the truth right then, the next time she left, he was going to hurt me. “N-No, Mom. I’m okay,” I said with as fake a smile as I could muster. She regarded me curiously for a moment, but her curiosity shifted into a bright, beaming smile, one that made me feel better immediately.

“I see. Gods above, you’re soaking wet! Go upstairs, take a bath, and get into some warm clothes. I’ll be up there shortly,” she gave me a pat on the shoulder before I nodded my understanding and rushed upstairs. As I reached the last step where I could still see her from, I saw her fingers ball into a tightly clenched fist before she slowly made her way over to my father.

“Go upstairs, Thoma. Your Father and I need to have a conversation,” she said, somehow knowing I was still watching. I swallowed dryly and did as she told me.

An hour later, the rain had gotten worse, and as I was just about to sit down on my bed, I heard the sound of a crashing glass and my mother’s raised voice coming from below.

I know she told me to stay upstairs until she got here, but it’s been an hour already, and they’re still arguing? I should probably check on them, I thought, knowing it was something my older brother, Bernar, would have done.

But as I walked downstairs, I saw the front door wide open as the smell of the heavy rain began to fill the living room’s air, and my mother standing in its doorway, with a tightly clenched fist around the hilt of an elegantly curved blade.

Is she leaving again? No, she just got home, so why...? I felt my stomach drop, and tears welled in my eyes as she took the first step out of the door, saying something I couldn’t comprehend in my confusion.
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A Test of Strength

“Brother, we need to talk,” I said, already foreseeing how the next few weeks, if not months, were about to go.

Bernar looked at me with utter bewilderment, but lowered his sword when I gave him a nod of confirmation that it was fine to do so. “What the hell kind of sword is that, anyway? I didn’t even hear you draw it,” he glanced downward at my wrist as the kataki reformed into the bracelet.

“Like I said, this is Lady Kalia. She was my mentor during my time in the Underworld. She was also the one who gave me the blade,” I said again, stepping aside with a wide grin to allow two of my favorite people in the Realm to interact properly this time. “Ah, well, I guess I should have asked before charging in like that,” Bernar chuckled and scratched the back of his head.

“It’s alright, Bernar. Thoma might not have known it, but he’s all but warned me this could happen after years of hearing his stories about you,” Kalia shrugged with an upturned lip, causing his eyes to widen. “Years? It’s not even been a full month since you’ve been gone,” he said without hiding the confusion rattling his mind, but that’s when I stepped in.

“We were training inside a dome that used the density of dark mana to manipulate the flow of time even more than what the Underworld already does,” I explained as loosely as I could, but it didn’t seem to help. After a few pensive moments, he relented and let out a heavy sigh. “You’re gonna have to explain that to me again later, but I have another question to ask: why are your eyes red like Ren’s?” he leaned in to scrutinize me further.

Before I could answer, however, Ren stepped in and smacked him upside the head, surprising everyone present. “You didn’t drink the vial I gave you either?” he asked frustratedly, but Bernar could only offer him a look of brief confusion, which quickly shifted back into realization. “Oh, hold on a minute. I think I know what you’re talking about,” he said, dashing over to his horse and pulling something from one of his satchels.

A few moments of frantic searching later, and some mild confusion from Leona, he returned with the flask Ren had given the two of us before we first came to Caegwen. “You mean this one? You never said what it was for, so I didn’t bother to drink it,” he shrugged as he held it in front of him. My mother and the others began moving toward us in the wake of the confusion he’d left behind, and I could already tell what was about to happen.

“I thought I told you two to drink it when you got here in the first place,” Ren sighed as he pinched the bridge of his nose in a show of frustration I’d never seen come from him. In fact, it was rare to see him show any emotions at all. “You might have, sure, but with my mother’s reunion with Thoma, it slipped my mind,” Bernar chuckled nervously, while Leona and the group continued moving toward us.

“What’s going on? Why did you suddenly atta-... wait, who is this?” Leona asked, halting her movement forward. “That’s Lady Kalia, the one I just told you about,” my mother stepped in. “Oh, I see. Well, it’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, and I apologize for his behavior,” she said, jutting an elbow firmly into Bernar’s side.

“It’s an honor to meet you as well, Your Majesty,” Kalia said with a bow, surprising Leona. “H-How did you...?” she stammered, but Kalia held up a hand. “Thoma filled me in as soon as you began to speak,” she said plaintively, as if it were common knowledge that she and I could communicate non-verbally.

“But when could he have done that? It hasn’t even been a minute since I laid eyes on you,” Leona asked, regarding me curiously. 

Shit. Ren, do you want to explain this to her? I sent him mentally, but he shook his head. No, because I’m curious to hear your explanation. Also, she scares me, he answered briefly, returning to his old ways more quickly than I’d expected. Fine, I’ll do it, I gave a relenting sigh amid a mental chuckle.

“Leona, before anything else, I think we need to explain what this is,” I accented the word as I snatched the vial out of my brother’s hand and began to walk over to the small group that followed her. There were two new faces I didn’t recognize immediately, but if they were here with her, I knew she trusted them with whatever took place.

Wait, did Erumon mention anything about revealing the Wraith realm to either of you? I sent Ysevel and Kalia before I began, but they both shook their heads. He never mentioned it, but I don’t know if it’s a good idea to explain everything about it, Kalia cautioned, which I took seriously. Knowing at least some of her past told me enough to know we had to be careful with what we revealed.

“This vial allows whoever drinks it access to a different kind of power,” I said, avoiding using its real name. “A different kind of power? What do you mean?” she asked with unbridled curiosity. “Let’s just say it lets you do something like this,” I said as I produced a small scarlet dagger, which made everyone stare at me with widened eyes.

“I don’t know how much detail I can go into right now, but if Lady Kalia and Ren deem it appropriate, I’ll explain what I can,” I said, turning to glance at them to get a nod of approval. I’ve already given some to Siraye, so there’s no real point in hiding it much more, Ren sent as he nodded.

After acknowledging his words, I turned to look at Leona and the others, who were visibly struck with the same curiosity I had when I first met Kalia. “This vial allows one access to the Wraith realm. It’s a different kind of mana that resides in the fine line between life and death,” I began, getting a shocked look from the two newcomers more than anyone else.

“Those who drink the tincture Ren has developed and begin to wield the mana from the Wraith realm are known as Wraithborn; a much larger part of a whole, let’s say. The abilities you can gain from wielding the mana can vary from person to person, but there are a few fundamentals that remain the same across the board,” I explained as briefly as I could, though I was only met with confused stares.

Was I too brief? I sent Ren, but he gave me an approving gesture, likely noting that it was sufficient.

“Then what about you? Did you drink it while you were down there in the Underworld?” Bernar raised an eyebrow at me, as if he already knew I was hiding information. “I did, but I shared mine with Ysevel, who drank the other half in hopes of understanding exactly what had happened to me,” I shrugged, causing Bernar to glance over at her, mimicking my movement as well.

“What do you mean by that?” he asked curiously. “Well, drink half and see for yourself,” I grinned, handing the vial back to him. He took it with a somewhat doubtful look on his face, but after a few silent urges from my mother and Ren, he did as I told him.

“Oh, you two might want to brace yourselves for this,” I said, gesturing to a tall red-haired woman and a shorter man about my age with closely cut hair who were still blatantly staring at Kalia. Snapping them out of their daze might have been a good call, Ysevel chuckled, bringing a slight smile to my face before I turned to look at my brother’s reaction.

“Okay, that was half, but I don’t feel any different,” he said with a blank look on his face, but my mother held an expectant smile. “Juuuust give it a minute,” she grinned wolfishly as she gingerly took the vial from his hand.

As if the realm had heard her words, a massive burst of the Wraith realm’s scarlet mana permeated the air, creating a dome much larger than I thought mine had and making everyone flinch.

Well, almost everyone.

“Wh-what the...? Ren, what the fuck was in that?” he asked as the density of scarlet mana began to dissipate. The others recovered from their guarded positions and stared at him cautiously in case of another blast. “Call it an informal introduction to being a Wraithborn,” Ren said with what I could have sworn was a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.

“Informal introduction? When do I get the real one?” Bernar asked bluntly. “Not yet, but we’ll explain that later. You still have another half to give to someone,” I noted as I gave Leona a knowing look, catching her by surprise. “Me? You want me to take the other half?” she asked breathlessly. “Well, you already understand Ethereal mana, so I don’t see how understanding Wraith mana wouldn’t be beneficial to you,” I noted plainly, but whatever I’d said had nearly sent her into a state of shock that caused my brother to raise yet another eyebrow at me.

“Wh-what? Was it something I said?” I asked defensively. “How did you know she could use it? She’s never said anything about it,” the red-haired woman asked, taken aback, which made me chuckle. “Bernar just told me,” I smiled, making him giggle and shake his head. “I never said anything,” he shook his head with widened eyes. “You didn’t have to,” I smirked, knowing that the connection I had to his core was something he was yet to recognize.

After a few, silent heartbeats went by, I shifted my gaze back to Leona, who was seemingly lost in thought. “Well, it’s no matter. I knew you would tell him sooner or later. But while I respect your suggestion, Thoma, I don’t know what I would do with this power if I gained it,” she admitted after a brief scowl at Bernar. However, I wasn’t the one to answer her unasked question, as Kalia sent me a quick note that she wanted to help.

“Your Majesty, if I may,” Kalia stepped out beside me, causing Leona to blink a handful of times, likely still getting used to a hegraphene being present.

“There is much more to being Wraithborn than fighting. My mentor, Sabura, who is considered what I believe you call a sage here in this realm, doesn’t use it for combat. Rather, he uses it to see and understand things others can’t, and has helped me grow into who I am today for a longer time than I care to admit,” she continued with a light chuckle.

Leona was taken aback by the response, but Aurae, having learned about the odoruki technique from Ysevel, appeared beside her in a flash of movement. “It’s alright to take it, Leona,” she said in a soft, amicable tone that lessened the fright her sudden appearance gave Leona. “Queen Aurae,” Leona said after taking a brief moment to compose herself.

“Oh, please. We do not need to use titles among friends,” Aurae smiled brightly and gave a dismissive gesture, causing even the two newcomers to relax a little after having snapped to attention.

“In any case, what Kalia said is true, and I’d be more than willing to help guide you through the process of learning how it can be used to serve your people better,” she continued light-heartedly as she placed a hand on Leona’s shoulder, while Ysevel looked on proudly.

As she did so, I noticed Ren and Kalia had exchanged a glance before Kalia turned back to face Leona. “There is one thing that we must discuss before we give this to her,” Kalia began with an air of caution, making everyone give her their undivided attention.

“Elves and hegraphenes are less affected by Wraith mana, given their naturally long lifespans. However, since she is purely human, wielding Wraith mana will extend her lifespan far beyond the capabilities of a normal human, though it will not make her impervious to all attacks,” Kalia explained, getting a nod of understanding from Leona as she seemingly understood the gravity of what she was about to undertake.

The air hung heavily between us all as we waited for her reply. Leona was an intelligent woman I knew had studied many different cultures and concepts during her time in royal courts, but this decision was also one I knew she couldn’t make lightly.

Any species that lived for more than a century knew the weight of living a long life, though it was more of an unspoken matter, as many painful memories were often borne of speaking about it. Having to watch friends and loved ones die, empires rise and fall, as well as the general passing of the world before your eyes, wasn’t an easy price to pay, as some might have imagined.

Now that I think about it, not even I knew the true meaning of that yet.

Did you know? Bernar sent me as we all awaited her response. Yes, but if I know her as well as I think I do, she’ll make the choice that’s best for her, I sent back with a nod before he turned to look at Kalia and Ysevel, who also gave him the same. We remained silent for a few moments before she suddenly gave a sharp nod and a curt grunt as if to steel her will.

“I accept the offer, but I would like to spend some time here with Aurae to understand it better,” she said in a much more sheepish tone than I’d ever heard her use. Surprisingly, I felt a sense of confidence coming from Kalia, who often talked about how much she hated what Nexis had become due to his greed.

“Wait, what about Coltend?” I asked, realizing that if she spent more time here, that meant more time away, leaving the rule over the city we’d fought so hard to protect unattended. “On the way back from Harut, we met with Gorm, whom I offered to be the vassal ruler in my stead since I knew we’d be spending a good amount of time here,” Leona said with no small amount of pride in herself.

“Gorm? Wasn’t he the guy who chased King Bash-...?” I began to ask, but after noticing the subtle shake of my brother’s head, I gave up and dismissed my own question. “Yes, that Gorm. He’s one I trust almost as much as Thorsen and Gwili,” she nodded back toward them, who had flushed with her high praise as everyone burst into a fit of laughter after Bernar called Gwili out.

You can tell, too, can’t you? I asked Kalia with a wry smile. If it hadn’t been for the information you’ve already given me about her, I might have objected, but she seems to have a passable presence of mind. Although I wonder what Erumon will have to say about all of this, Kalia sent back in a similar tone.

“It’s settled, then,” Mom chirped, presenting the vial to Leona in a borderline sarcastic ceremony. Leona glanced at my brother, then to me and the others, before taking the vial in her delicate hands and drinking the remainder of its contents. Everyone seemed to hold their breath expectantly as we waited for the tincture to take effect.

“Is it working on her?” the one with the close-cut hair asked quietly. “Shut up, Neko,” Gwili and Wyrran chided him simultaneously with an abrupt and unified smack upside the head, immediately reminding me of Irun and Athar, who were off training in the forest a reasonable distance from where we were.

In the moment that followed, however, Leona closed her eyes just before scarlet mana erupted from her petite frame, creating what I knew to be a decently large dome for someone who hadn’t spent their life training with mana. “Not bad,” I grinned, nudging Kalia with my elbow. “Not bad at all,” Ysevel chimed in with a similar look in her eye.

As the mana dissipated, Leona immediately reopened her eyes in shock. “I don’t like to use this language, but to quote Bernar: What the fuck was in that, Ren?” she asked, prompting my mother to burst out in a cackle. “I never thought I’d see the day when a queen swore in front of me. Ah, they grow up so fast, don’t they, Aurae?” she said as she wiped away a joyful tear.

Aurae didn’t verbally respond, but gave a soft chuckle and shook her head. “Well, then. Now that that’s over with, I have another proposition to make, though I’d rather wait for the other two to be here for it,” I said, butting into the situation, noticing the confused looks from everyone else. “What other two?” the red-haired woman asked.

“I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be rude, but I never got your name,” I said as politely as I could. “It’s Marte, and you’re not being rude, unlike someone I knew when we first met,” she scowled at the one I assumed was called Neko. “Pleasure to meet you,” I said with a nod. “And by the other two, I mean Irun and Athar,” I said, almost forgetting that Bernar used to know Irun well.

Ah, shit, I thought, realizing I hadn’t explained that part, nor anything regarding Ardrin to him yet.

“D-Did you just say Irun’s here?” he asked more calmly than I’d expected him to, but I knew the only way to explain things was to rip the bandage off quickly. “Yes, he’s here. Don’t worry, we were both mistaken about him, but I’ll let someone else explain that side of things,” I said, careful not to use Ardrin or Erumon’s names. Bernar looked at me curiously, but after a few moments of scrutiny, he seemed to want to trust me.

“Well, where the hell are they, then?” he finally asked, crossing his arms. “They’re training in the forest, but I’ll go get them,” I said, entering my fourth stage yet again and disappearing from their sight as I leaned into the spaces between.

Within a handful of dashes, I’d found them both on their backs and smoldering from what I could only guess was an intense training session. “Well, it looks like you guys had a good session,” I chuckled, pushing the smoke and dust away from my face as much as I could. “We were until this fucking moron decided to try out a new spell in a test of strength, or so he called it,” Athar groaned as he rolled over onto his belly to get back up.

“Oi, I told you I wanted to work on it in secret,” Irun said in a pained voice. “Not my fault you let it get out of control,” Athar groaned again as he rubbed his shoulder. “Work on what spell?” I asked, both amused and confused in equal parts at their discomfort. “Go ahead, shit-ass,” Athar’s alternate voice spat the insult, causing Irun to sigh.

“I saw the move you did to end Nexis, and I’ve been trying to replicate something similar with my own mana the last few days. It was impressive to say the least, and I haven’t been able to do it yet,” Irun admitted bashfully. I raised my eyebrows in surprise at his honesty, but I’d never expected to see him try to imitate something I’ve done with a different source of mana.

“Well, maybe Bernar can teach you how to do it,” I suggested lightly, trying to ease into the fact that he was already here. “Pffft, as if he’d ever look at me without trying to kill me,” Irun waved dismissively. “At least it would be a quick death from what Thoma’s told me of his skills,” Athar chimed in with a shrug, making me snort a little.

“Well, it won’t come to that. I’ve made sure of it,” I said, getting a fearful look from Irun in return. “Fuck me. He’s here, isn’t he?” he asked with no small amount of genuine worry in his eyes. “Yeah, but we’d better get moving if we don’t want his patience to run out,” I said as lightly as I could. “I get to meet him, too?” Athar asked with more excitement than I expected.

“Yep, and I’m sure you’ll love to get to know him and the others as well,” I said cheerfully, but I could tell Irun was worried more Synners from Codrean were here as well. “Don’t worry. It’s just him for now. Let’s get moving,” I gestured, making sure they followed behind me back to the others.

Within a few minutes, we returned to the training ground, where Bernar still had his arms crossed. It was obvious that my Ysevel and Kalia were explaining things to him, but as soon as Irun broke through the treeline that marked the edge of the training ground, Bernar’s eyes fixed on him immediately.

Like I said, give him a chance, I sent my brother, who didn’t immediately respond. Instead, he just stood there holding the same expression as before until we reached him. I didn’t have to read Irun’s mind to know he was nervous, but I was definitely sure of Athar’s excitement, as he rushed ahead to shake his hand.

“It’s an honor to meet you, Bernar! Thoma’s told me a lot about you,” he said, tugging at my brother’s arm and forcibly gripping his hand. “A pleasure to meet you, too,” my brother said, giving me a befuddled glance. “Bernar, this is Athar Wishert. Bastard son of the late King Truls, and a member of The Order of Nightfall’s Blade,” I said with a gesture to help ease his confusion before moving on to Irun.

The fuck is The Order of Nightfall’s Blade? Is that some kind of cult? Bernar sent Ysevel and I. Not quite. It’s something he came up with during our time in the Underworld that would give any concurrent missions we take on as a group a way to tell others who we are, I explained as briefly as I could.

Is Kalia a member of this Order? Bernar asked bluntly. Yes, and both your mother and I are also members of The Order, Ysevel chimed in wryly. It’s even been made official by my mother as of two days ago, so I would recommend you take it at least somewhat seriously, she continued, getting another raised eyebrow from him.

“Well, if that’s the case,” he said aloud with a slight sigh. “You already know him, so I don’t think introductions need to be made, but for those of you who haven’t met him, this is Irun Mothac, former Synner of Codrean and current member of The Order,” I said, stepping aside to present Irun to the others.

Those who hadn’t met him were only mildly taken aback at the daemonic arm that replaced his human one. “It’s a pleasure to meet you all,” he said humbly, performing a low bow. “Bernar, I know you and I have some issues to work out, but like with Thoma, I hope you and I can come to an understanding,” he said without a single crack or show of nervousness.

Bernar took in a deep breath and walked over to him. “I only have one thing I feel I need to know,” he said, his eyes glowing much more brightly than before. “Bernar, wait,” I said, but he held up a hand to stop me, which he only ever did to me when he was in absolute control of the situation.

He continued moving toward him at a steady pace and came to a halt just in front of him. Irun, at this point, was nearly a head taller than he was, but in an actual fight, I knew Irun didn’t stand a chance.

“I don’t have to reiterate whatever Thoma has already said, as there’d be no point in that. The only thing I need to know is whether it was all worth it in the end,” he said, immediately throwing a heavy punch aimed at Irun’s stomach, who quickly moved to block the attack using his daemonic arm as a shield. A large cloud of dust kicked up from the resulting shockwave, but Irun skidded across the dirt floor of the training ground, never losing his footing.

“Heh, not bad, shitling,” Bernar said with a wry grin. “That’s all you needed to know?” I asked, hoping he wouldn’t throw another one. “Well, I would’ve liked to pull his head out of his ass myself, but it seems you’ve already done that. I just wanted to know how much stronger he got because of it,” he shrugged. “Fair enough,” I said, knowing it was better than the other outcome of this encounter I’d imagined.

“How’s the arm?” I asked sarcastically as Irun walked back up to the rest of us. “It’s numb, but I’d gladly take ten of those hits over what happened in Pyrdredd,” Irun shrugged, making me recall the spell from Nexis that he blocked to save Athar. “I think I’d rather deal with the spells,” I chuckled nervously.

I’ll explain later, I sent my brother, who nodded his understanding after giving me a confused stare.

“There is something I’d like to know, though,” Bernar said after a moment’s pause, prompting the rest of us to look at him. “Since Leona will be training under Aurae’s tutelage, what about me? Who am I supposed to train with while I’m here?” he asked bluntly, and I immediately felt Kalia’s excitement bubbling through our connection.

“I’ll train him,” she immediately volunteered before I could even react to the sensation. Irun, Athar, Ysevel, and I all stared at her, knowing the kind of training he’d be subjected to. “He looks strong, but I’d first need to assess just how strong through a Davo Dugo Guva,” she said in her native language. “A fucking what now?” he asked.

“It’s like a trial by combat, but you’re not allowed to use spells or mana of any kind, since it was created to be a coming-of-age event for the Iron Plume clan,” I explained loosely, knowing it held much more to it than that, not to reveal anything about the Alternates just yet. “Ah, well. I’d love a good challenge. Have you ever lost one?” he asked Kalia, whose toothy grin began to show on her face.

I know that look all too well, I thought.

“Nuh-uh. Me first. I’ve been waiting for days for them to have recovered enough to really give me their all, and you just got back from Harut,” my mother stepped in, matching Kalia’s grin. “Fine, but I’ll still have to be tested at some point,” Bernar gave a relenting sigh as he raised his hands. “There will be time enough for us to test you both, but it’s true that I owe Siraye a match first. Thoma, you can be the judge,” Kalia said, prompting Ysevel and I to exchange a knowing glance.

Who do you think wins that fight? Ysevel asked me through our connection. I genuinely have no clue, but I’m itching to find out, I sent back with a pair of raised eyebrows as I followed both my mother and Kalia into the training ground.

Witness us, Battle-Brother, Kalia sent me briefly. This is going to be fun, my mother added to Kalia’s statement through our connection, having heard the comment. Of course, I said, forming the kataki blade and drawing the one my mother gave me as they both got into their stances.

“Are both of you ready?” I asked, crossing the spines of the blades above my head. “Ready when you are, Kalia,” my mother said with a wolfish grin, which Kalia only returned. I could feel, through the Wraith realm’s connection, that they were both thinking I was already taking too long.

It made me chuckle.

“Begin!” I shouted, dragging the blades together as I swiped them downward to create a signaling sound for the duel to commence.
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Unfurled Clutches

As my swords reached the bottom of their arcs, the dust cloud my mother and Kalia kicked up with their dashes spread across the training ground.

My mother, unable to use any spells or augmentation due to the rules of the Davo Dugo Guva, surprised me with her natural speed. As she struck from above, Kalia was forced to deflect the blow to her left and attempted a pommel strike on my mother, who ducked under it. With a quick adjustment of her weight distribution, Mom managed to drop into a spinning motion, attempting to slice at Kalia’s leg, but she was much faster than that.

Kalia leaped out of the way, only to land a few meters to her right and quickly dash in to try to strike my Mom’s exposed side. Seeing this, I heard my mother click her tongue and promptly flip her sword around, so that the point was facing Kalia, creating some space. Seeing that there was a slight amount of hesitation suddenly present in Kalia’s movements, Mom dashed in to take full advantage of the opportunity.

She struck repeatedly, aiming her strikes at Kalia’s sides, chest, head, and neck at a speed that was difficult even for me to follow along with. Still, Kalia managed to deflect them all and eventually push her away for a counterattack.

This is about what I expected, but I never thought I’d be matched in speed, my mother sent me through our connection
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