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			Chapter V

			Unroot

			Unroot smiles beneath shadows

			Ash curled like smoke around Avyr’s knees when he knelt beside the boy. The child’s fingers unrooted trinkets from the soot with careless and frantic purpose. At the sound of his name, Kowén hesitated. His small hands hovered above a half-buried toy. His brown eyes met Avyr’s.

			“Hello, lil’ one,” Avyr mouthed, his voice soft and comforting.

			“There are so many. I’ve got to find them. I have to keep them. Save them,” Kowén muttered more to himself than to Avyr. “Who are you?” Kowén whispered, his voice barely audible over the sound of his digging.

			Avyr raked his fingers through the soot, “Imma friend, lil’ one. Name’s Avyr, an’ I’m ‘ere to help.”

			The boy’s shoulders curled inward, and his eyes fell to the scattered trinkets beside him. A porcelain shard, a toy carved from wood, and a rusted ring lay on the pile.

			“Why ya diggin’, Kowén?” Avyr asked, “What yer tryin’a find?”

			“The storm. . . it’s. . . if I don’t find the fragments, it’ll take everything. I have to stop it.”

			Avyr’s heart clenched. He’d broken kings and saints; he was no stranger to madness, but this was something else. This was a broken mind, desperate to solve a puzzle with its pieces scattered across a barren wasteland.

			“They’re all that’s left.” Tears muddied the ash on Kowén’s cheeks. “I can’t lose them, too.”

			It was clear that the boy wouldn’t give up. Avyr nodded solemnly, “‘ight.”

			Why was this boy, this child, the one sifting through ash in search of Kowén’s essence? Avyr had thought he’d meet a broken and catatonic mess, not his—

			Innocence. Of course.

			Avyr’s hair tossed in a violent gust of wind sweeping across the wasteland. The air sharpened, thick with tension that slithered over his skin.

			“The storm—” Kowén gasped. He scrambled upright and gathered as many trinkets as he could carry from his hoard, “It’s here.”

			The gloomy horizon boiled. A tide of writhing shadows thrashed forward like a black tsunami of clawing limbs and shrieking forms. Ash spewed as whispers, screams, and roaring accusations rode the winds. The world was enveloped in a deafening cacophony. His chest tightened at the insurmountable threat heading their way.

			“Come on!” Kowén cried, seizing Avyr’s hand with remarkable strength.

			They ran.

			The ashen ground shifted and collapsed beneath them as the chaos surged closer. The shadows reached for them, clawing at their heels. Avyr scooped the boy into his arms and pushed his limbs harder and faster to outrun the thickening storm. Vicious words grew louder and more distinct, filling the air with poison.

			“You’re worthless. You’re repulsive. No one survives you.”

			Words of malice swept with the winds, reaching everyone there to listen.

			“There!” Kowén pointed to a jagged crevice in the ground.

			Avyr skid, shielding the child with his unfurled wings. Kowén fumbled with a half-buried iron ring and wrenched the door open. The storm clawed at them with invisible hands, moaning blasphemies.

			“You need my guidance. You’re broken. You’ll never be whole again. And you don’t want to be. You need my control, little bird.”

			The words echoed and reverberated into Avyr’s very bones. Glaring into the heart of the blackened storm, he saw it for what it was. Not a force of nature, but of pure intent. This was no elemental wrath. This was manipulation at its finest. For a brief second, Avyr felt the oppressive onslaught weighing down on him. The familiarity, the beckoning of giving up, giving in, and being guided, made him whole. The words grew almost soothing and gentle, like a balm for his mind.

			“You’re mine.”

			Avyr turned in the doorway, facing the tormenting storm. It was unlike anything he had seen. The conditioning, manipulation, and torture that ensnared Kowén’s fractured mind were on a level Avyr had never seen a devil inflict on a mortal. He gritted his teeth and snarled back at the threatening storm, determined not to let it corrupt any more of the fractured mind.

			With a powerful backward tug, Avyr lost his footing and tumbled into a darkened space. The door slammed shut, and the storm howled past, shaking the ground. The noise dimmed to a muffled roar, shaking the door. Avyr backed away, his body trembling with adrenaline. To his surprise, he did not see the boy trembling; instead, he was placing the trinkets he had brought into the cluttered hideout. As Avyr’s eyes adjusted to the dim light, he was left speechless.

			The walls of the hideout were lined with shelves and piles of scattered objects, books, journals, toys, trinkets, and sculptures. There had to be thousands of them, and each item was imbued with an otherworldly glow. They were the essence of Kowén, the pieces of his personality, soul, and mind. Avyr’s awe grew with each glance around the cluttered workshop, a fact that did not elude the little boy. Kowén sat on the floor and removed his torn boots to shake out the ash.

			“This is all that’s left,” Kowén said, “I keep them safe.”

			“Incredible, lil’ one,” Avyr marveled. This was precisely what they needed to help restore the mortal’s mind. This was the battlefield and maybe the key to healing. 

			Avyr turned his eyes upward, “Zale?”

			There was no answer.

			“Who’re you talking to?” the boy asked, tilting his head with the sort of curiosity innocence granted.

			Avyr cursed under his breath, “A friend outside. An angel who’s gonna help, lil’ one.”

			“Are you an angel too?” Kowén took an extra glance at Avyr’s black wings.

			Avyr chuckled, “Nah, not even close.”

			Turning to the shadows beyond the clutter, Avyr spoke, “Zale? Hear me? Found Kowén, ‘is innocence, an’ I’m tryin’a get memories to help ‘em.”

			The boy looked at Avyr with wide eyes, “I don’t remember you, Avyr. Are you old Kowén’s friend?”

			Avyr waited with bated breath for an answer, but the angel was silent. He was alone inside Kowén’s mind without guidance.

			“Kinda,” Avyr murmured with a forced smile, “Ain’t met Kowén before I met you, lil’ one. Ya see. . . yer body, older Kowén’s body is at a temple. The angel and I, we’re tryin’a wake ya up.”

			“Wake me up? Am I sleeping?” the boy said.

			“Yeah, yer asleep, kinda. Caught in the storm outside. He—older ya—is fightin’ somethin’ real bad,” Avyr huffed and ran a finger along his golden hair dulled with ash. How could he explain the situation to Kowén’s fractured subconscious when he barely knew anything about the man he was trying to restore? The boy shrugged and brushed away the ash from a trinket he had found.

			Avyr closed his eyes, feeling the responsibility weighing him down. With thousands of memories to sort through, how would he find the fundamental ones? The ones that made Kowén who he was? Zale had not given him much to work with either, as he had just met the poor mortal and retrieved him from the Underworld. Why had the angel believed that Avyr would know what to do better than any angel? He was a lowly incubus, nothing more. I ain’t a redeemer, jus’ a cast-off devil crawlin’ through ruin.

			“We’ll fix ya, together, lil’ one. That storm ain’t gonna win. It won’t last forever,” Avyr said and sat down next to the boy on the messy floor. Books and sheets of paper surrounded them like broken keepsakes, “But Kowén, I need yer help, gotta find who y’are, an’ who old Kowén is. Ya seen any memories that make ya happy or sad?”

			Before the words finished leaving his lips, the boy bolted across the room, digging through a leaning stack of forgotten things. Trinkets clattered to the floor, and he returned with a handful of items, placing them beside Avyr, “This, maybe?”

			The storm kept rattling the hideout. It roared and twisted the outside, seeking the boy and the memories he held as though knowing what they were trying to do.

			As the boy laid out the trinkets and items, an idea struck Avyr. It was a gamble, but at this point, anything would help him figure out this puzzle, “Lil’ one? Remember when the storm began?”

			Kowén’s head dropped, and he shook it once.

			“That’s ‘right, Kowén. No worries. Um. . . But the lake with monsters in it, ya know what those are?”

			“My friends are trapped there. I can’t save them.”

			“‘ight, so yer friends ‘re trapped in the lake?”

			“Yeah, they were in a big museum, and a Gatekeeper cared for them. But the storm destroyed the museum and took my friends and the Gatekeeper away,” Kowén said, and mindlessly ran a small finger on a flat pebble, “I’m happy that you’re here now. I’m afraid of being alone.”

			The boy’s voice trembled, and his sorrow echoed through the sanctuary. Avyr placed a hand on his knee and spoke softly, “Ya ain’t alone, Kowén. I’m here an’ we’ll get through this, I promise.”

			Kowén lit up and pointed to a sheet of crumpled-up paper. By all appearances, it was garbage, but Avyr recognized pulses of the Aethrane. “Happy memory?” Avyr asked.

			The boy shrugged and placed it in Avyr’s palm. Avyr and the boy clenched the sheet of paper. Like petals unfurling to soak up the sun, the memory blossomed around them, vivid and alive.

			Warm hues of crimson and amber spilled across the setting sun, painting the desert in a golden light. Ahead, a horse galloped freely up a dune, red sand cascading like water with its hooves. On its back, a teenage Kowén clung with his legs taut against the horse’s flanks. Kowén’s eyes closed, arms spreading wide, seemingly entranced by the evening’s ride and the warm air washing over him.

			The horse reached the top of a dune and halted, its breath coming in loud huffs. Kowén leaned forward, stroking the horse’s dusty mane.

			“Woah, girl,” Kowén calmed, “What do we call you, huh? Can’t keep calling you Basket like the slight it is. . .”

			Avyr studied the horse. There were no reins, no saddle—nothing to control the animal save for the quiet bond they shared. The mane was tangled, its hide unbrushed and marred with scars along its hind legs. It was discarded, unwanted, its white coat dulled by neglect. Yet here it was, entirely trusted by its young rider.

			“How ‘bout Summer?” Kowén asked with a smile.

			The horse tossed its hair, the mane whipping against Kowén as it snorted.

			“No? Alright, hmm. . .”

			A hoof stomped the sand impatiently.

			“Sand. . .y? Sandy?” Kowén chuckled, “Bit on the nose, isn’t it?”

			The mare stilled, her pointy ears twitching slightly, and her posture softened. Kowén let out a gentle laugh, “Sandy, it is then. Suits you, don’t you think?”

			Kowén glanced at the town beneath the darkening sky. He touched her back, gently feeling the rise and fall of her breathing, “You’re just scared, aren’t you? No one’s been listening to you, huh, Sandy?”

			The horse neighed and tossed Kowén off its back. He collapsed with a puff into the dune. But instead of getting upset, Kowén chuckled while Sandy staggered off a bit.

			“That’s alright. I, too, feel like that, at times. I feel misunderstood. It gets to you, doesn’t it?”

			Cross-legged, he relaxed near the horse. He peered up at Sandy, letting her get used to his presence on her terms. He reached for a bundle tied to his belt. He unwrapped it, revealing a handful of vegetables that he held with loose and open fingers.

			Sandy stilled after her dark eyes took in his carefree appearance. She pawed the ground once, twice before lowering her head cautiously. Her lips parted as she sniffed the air for the snacks offered. The mare took a final step forward and pressed her velvety nose into his palm, her teeth nibbling on the treats.

			Avyr watched this moment of equality and understanding, tugging at his heart. Zale hadn’t given Avyr much background on who this person was before sending Avyr deep into Kowén’s very soul. But that was perhaps the point of all of this. Avyr had to learn who Kowén was to break the unrelenting obliteration of Kowén’s essence.

			Avyr thought back to the temple where the angels had summoned him. He thought back to Zale, his long-time friend, who begged Avyr to aid them in breaking the devil’s hold on this mortal.

			“Soul-divin’?” Avyr had snorted at Zale’s stern explanation, “You lot couldn’t come up with somethin’ less dramatic, could ya?”

			The angel’s stern expression hardened even more, like a living statue, cold and resolute, “Your quips are delightful, but of no use to this soul. You seek redemption; this is your path, Avyr.”

			“‘ight. . . descend into the soul of ‘is broken man an’ get ‘im out from the spell?” 

			“His name is Kowén. He is a sculptor with powerful ties to the Aethrane and Death.”

			Avyr suppressed a wince as he took in the gruesome appearance of the unconscious man who’d been to the Underworld. Two fingers missing, scars across his battered and bruised olive skin, made Kowén look like a person who had taken an extended, unrelenting tumble down a cliff.

			“If ya sure, then ‘ight,” Avyr had shrugged, “Donna get what an incubus canna do that angels can’t.”

			“You understand humans better than any of my kind ever could, Avyr. Also. . .” Zale stopped, letting the words hang in the air.

			“Ah, ‘cause we got the same controllin’ master?”

			Zale removed a soaked towel from Kowén’s swollen features and worked silently, letting the implication rest.

			Sandy bumped her forehead against Kowén’s shoulder, causing him to fall over. He chuckled before pressing his head back onto hers, “We’re gonna get through this together, Sandy. I’ll listen to you, and no one will hurt you again. I’ll make them see you, I’ll make them listen.”

			There was no threat, no anger or weight behind Kowén’s promise. It was only an unshakable belief in empathy, in the power of understanding over cruelty. And it was beautiful. Here in this memory, the evils had yet to descend on Kowén. A knot settled in Avyr’s stomach at the thought. What had been the road from unburdened teen to a broken slave at the mercy of angels?
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			Chapter VI

			Illusions

			Wrapped in illusions

			Kisses wet, soft yet edged with a possessive hunger traced along Kowén’s neck. The path left a trail of fire in the lips’ wake. Kowén leaned back, exposing his throat in a silent invitation for Mahrel to explore. Kowén moaned as the tension between them burned in his chest. He wanted more, needed more. Needed to be felt, to be known. To be unraveled. To be laid bare. Kowén dug his fingers deeper into Mahrel’s hip bones, begging him to continue.

			A gasp broke from Kowén’s lips as Mahrel lunged forward and claimed his mouth with equal enthusiasm. The force of it sent Kowén down onto his back, scattering papers, quills, and books in all directions. Their tongues tangled and retreated against each other. The taste of Mahrel, something metallic, a hint of honey, and traces of the wine from earlier followed each exhale and inhale.

			Kowén’s hands slipped beneath Mahrel’s shirt. His fingertips brushed against the hair of his chest, damp with sweat. The contrast between the textures, the soft shirt rubbing against his wrists, and the roughness of Mahrel’s skin sent sparks down Kowén’s spine. Mahrel groaned into the kiss, the sound low and guttural as it vibrated against Kowén’s lips. The world around them faded, the scattered books, the dim light of the workshop, the faint creak of the table rocking against the floor. Everything became irrelevant. 

			With a firm tug, Mahrel’s hands moved to Kowén’s waist, deftly undoing the fastenings of his pants. The linen slid down his thighs; the cool air kissed the heated skin beneath. Kowén’s fingers wandered downward in search of Mahrel’s trousers. His fingers brushed against the straps, tugging them loose, stripping away the last barrier between them.

			Their eyes met, the air thick with unspoken desire. Nothing needed to be said. This was what they both wanted, what they needed. There was no hesitation, no pretense, just raw desire drawing them together.

			A drawer slid open at Mahrel’s behest. He uncorked a bottle with his teeth, towering over Kowén and poured oil into his palm. The scent of olives dousted the air as Mahrel’s fingers closed around Kowén’s throbbing length, eliciting a shuddering gasp from him.

			Kowén’s back arched in approval. His foreskin moved with each rub. Kowén grabbed the desk’s edges to keep himself from unraveling then and there. He wanted to last. He wanted it all. He wanted Mahrel inside him.

			Sleek fingers massaged his cock and soon the other hand glided past his balls to his anal. Their eyes met. Kowén’s mad with desire, with a hint of apprehension while Mahrel’s glowed with knowledge and fervor.

			A finger slipped through. A gasp left Kowén but Mahrel’s continued stroke of his cock drowned out any discomfort. He leaned his head back to let himself feel. The finger pressed against his anus, coaxing it into relaxing. Mahrel was doing everything in his power to pleasure Kowén. And woah, did he achieve it.

			More oil coated Kowén’s crotch, warm and supple, just like the kisses Mahrel administered to his inner thighs as a second finger joined the first. His cock wept with joy and Kowén moaned louder with each stroke along his cock and anus.

			When it came time for Mahrel to penetrate, Kowén practically begged for more. Mahrel pressed his lubricated arousal against Kowén’s entrance. For a brief moment, Kowén tensed, uncertain if the intrusion could hurt. But Mahrel seemed aware of his fears as he slowly eased Kowén into the penetration. 

			A delighted groan left Kowén’s lips as Mahrel slid through his sphincter. He’d never been this close to anyone. And it was incredible. Their moans intertwined, low and guttural, filling the air with a symphony of their desire.

			Kowén wrapped his legs tightly around Mahrel’s waist, pulling him closer and urging him on. The table groaned in protest beneath the powerful thrusts and thuds as Mahrel slid back and forth into Kowén. Kowén’s fingers searched desperately after Mahrel’s arms and traveled along the unbuttoned shirt and graced his heated skin. Meanwhile, Mahrel’s free hand trailed along Kowén’s exposed chest, finding the ridges and dips between his toned frame. Kowén bit his lower lip as the pleasure surged through him, gripping his mind tight, almost suffocatingly so.

			Mahrel seemed to experience a similar desire. He leaned his head back to stare at the ceiling while thrusting rhythmically into Kowén. The workshop filled with their groans, the slapping of flesh on flesh. Whether they were alone or not, did not matter to either of them at that moment. It was just the two of them, wrapped up in equal euphoria.

			Despite his desire to last, Mahrel was too experienced for Kowén. Kowén tried telling him to slow down, but his lips only produced pleased gasps of pleasure. The sharp, silvery gaze connected with Kowén’s and the joyful smile on Mahrel’s lips marked the end of Kowén’s persistence. Ropes of white catapulted with Kowén’s moan.

			Once Mahrel felt Kowén’s shuddering release, he changed his approach. Kowén’s hips buckled and knees bent instinctively against Mahrel’s unrelenting grip once he released Kowén’s throbbing length. Mahrel’s fingers dug deep into his skin, the pressure just shy of pain. Kowén’s breath turned into ragged, desperate gasps as he rode the waves of his climax.

			Above him, Mahrel grew frenzied. His breaths were uneven, his rhythm faltering as he neared the edge. Mahrel pressed down on Kowén’s body. His weight bearing down on him. Mahrel’s lips found Kowén’s ear, his breath hot and passionate.

			Even if Kowén wanted to speak, to tell Mahrel to slow down or stop, the words would’ve been brushed aside. Mahrel’s silvery eyes, wild and feral, glossed over, lost in a beastlike craze. It didn’t hurt—not really. Maybe. It was hard to tell in the blur of sensations clouding his thoughts.

			With a guttural roar, Mahrel peaked, his release echoing through the workshop. He drove himself deep into Kowén, his body shuddering. Kowén felt the pulse of Mahrel’s climax inside him, the throbbing heat that marked the end of their frenzied encounter.

			Their sexual bliss faded into the night as the ruckus ended. Their exposed chests glistened with perspiration in the cold moonlight.

			“I. . . I didn’t hurt you, did I?” Mahrel finally whispered. The craze that lived in his eyes had vanished. A hint of concern coated his glossy eyes. He slowly withdrew himself from Kowén with a final moan and found a place to breathe on the workbench next to Kowén.

			“No, I mean. . .” Kowén hesitated. He shook his head and tilted it to the side to look back at Mahrel. The straight, dark ashen hair had tangled from their encounter, and Kowén saw a somewhat ‘messy’ look on Mahrel he had never seen, “It was incredible. You’re incredible.”

			A soft chuckle spread from Mahrel to Kowén as their fingers interlocked, keeping each other close. “Likewise. I’ve wanted to do that since. . .” his voice trailed off, and he caught his breath, “The way your body moves. The way your fingers. . . mmm. You’re intoxicating, Kowén.”

			They lay together on the workbenches, their spines protesting against the scattered tools beneath them. The potent buzz of the wine lessened into a haze of contentment that settled over Kowén like a cozy blanket. If this was what life could be under the patronage of Dimos and in the company of Mahrel, why did he hesitate? Passion, creation, and companionship, all of it was within his grasp. The ache of longing for home and family tugged at his heart, but Kowén felt a flicker of contentment root itself in him for the first time in a long while. Not in his duties to others or the obligations, but simply by being. The guilt of putting his happiness before his loved ones was still heavy and accusing, but Mahrel’s fingers tracing his skin seemed to quiet the storm.

			Was it wrong of him to take joy in himself? Was it wrong to let his heart lead?

			Mahrel also seemed to be deep in thought before he let out a curious huff. He sat up, his skin marked red from where tools had pressed into his back. He easily shifted between Kowén’s legs, his movements casual but purposeful as he reached into a drawer.

			A polished orb shimmering with an otherworldly light rested in Mahrel’s hand. The dim workshop came alive with its shimmer. Soft hues of gray, gold, red, purple, and orange swirled across the surface, casting dancing reflections around them like rays of light through water.

			Kowén propped himself up on an elbow and sat up on the workbench, “What’s that?”

			For a moment, Mahrel was quiet. He studied the orb with intense focus, his thumb brushing over the smooth surface. As Kowén leaned closer, the orb seemed to respond, its lights shifting and flickering more urgently.

			“Hm?” Mahrel’s focus was entirely on the orb, “Oh, this? It’s a. . . a stone that reacts to pulses in the Aethrane.”

			“The Aethrane?”

			Mahrel chuckled softly, “The Aethrane, it’s a source of energy. It’s a part of nature and the very fabric of the universe. My creations, the illusions, they all interact with the Aethrane.” Mahrel’s expression hardened. He moved the orb closer to Kowén, and again, the light flickered and moved unexpectedly.

			“But—” Mahrel stepped back, his movements quick and almost nervous. He kicked off the trousers that tangled his feet and crossed to the other side of the workshop. As the orb got distance from Kowén, the glow steadied, the changing hues dampened. Mahrel’s jaw tightened as he observed the phenomenon when returning to Kowén, and the orb flared up once more.

			“What’s happening?” Kowén whispered, not wanting to disturb the intensity of Mahrel’s focus. He grabbed his trousers and wiped the oil off his skin.

			“I. . . don’t know,” Mahrel admitted, his voice quieter now, almost reverent. He set the orb on the table beside Kowén, its glow casting soft shadows across their faces. Then, with tenderness, Mahrel cupped Kowén’s face, his silvery eyes scanning him with a strange mix of curiosity and concern.

			Kowén let out a nervous laugh, trying to break the tension, “I mean, I’m not complaining, but. . . what exactly are you looking for?”

			Mahrel didn’t answer right away. His thumb brushed Kowén’s cheek, and he leaned closer, studying him as though searching for something hidden beneath the surface. Finally, he exhaled, his breath warm against Kowén’s skin.

			“It’s reacting to you,” Mahrel murmured, his gaze flicking back to the orb. The swirling lights within it seemed to pulse in time with Kowén’s breaths, their intensity rising and falling in an unnervingly alive rhythm. Mahrel’s brow furrowed deeper, “But it’s not. . . normal. Not even for the Aethrane.”

			“What does that mean?” Kowén asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

			Mahrel pulled back slightly, his fingers lingering momentarily before releasing Kowén’s face, “It means you’re even more of an enigma than I thought. You don’t have traces of the Aethrane on your skin, which shouldn’t be possible.”

			A wry smile tugged at the corners of Mahrel’s lips, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. His scrutiny deepened, and he glanced back at Kowén, “Have you. . . um. . . interacted with magic, other than my illusions?”

			Kowén’s brows furrowed, “Gods no. It’s expensive, and not something I’ve been close to before.”

			Mahrel’s fingers slid around Kowén’s hand, gentle but insistent, “Right. Then repeat after me: ‘Requety.’”

			As Mahrel spoke, a tiny spark flickered to life between their fingertips. Kowén couldn’t help but gasp, momentarily distracted by the glimmer of light. He gazed down at his hand, trying.

			“No, ‘Requety,’” Mahrel corrected, his voice soft but firm, “Emphasis on the r. Let it roll over your tongue.”

			“Requety,” Kowén repeated, this time with more care.

			The instant the word left his lips, his fingertips twitched with a sharp, stinging ache. He gasped, his jaw falling open as glowing threads began to form between his fingers. The light was soft, golden, almost ethereal.

			“Kowén!” Mahrel’s voice was higher, tinged with surprise and wonder as he watched the magic unfold. A more urgent excitement replaced his usual husky tone, “You’re—this is. . .” He trailed off, unable to contain his delight.

			Kowén was speechless. His hand hovered in the air as he stared at the light weaving itself together. The pain, though sharp at first, was tempered by a soothing sensation that followed it, like a kiss along his skin. He involuntarily giggled, and his eyes flicked to Mahrel’s, searching for confirmation. “Am I. . . am I really doing this?”

			Mahrel’s expression softened, a genuine smile curling at the edges of his lips, “It’s. . . real. You’re actually doing it. This is magic, Kowén.”

			Kowén could hardly believe it. His head buzzed with questions, but his attention was still riveted to the light in his hand. He wasn’t just imagining it, was he?

			“I don’t. . . I don’t understand,” Kowén murmured, his voice thick with disbelief.

			Suddenly, the edges of his vision began to darken, and he thought it was from focusing too hard on the light. But then he felt the stinging ache spread through his arm and up into his head, and the soothing sensation that had once followed now began to feel too much, like a weight pressing down. His breath quickened, and his thoughts clouded with a strange heaviness.

			“Kowén?” Mahrel’s voice pierced through the fog, laced with concern. He placed a steadying hand on Kowén’s shoulder. “What’s happening? Just. . . let go of the spell. Focus on your body. Tell yourself to stop.”

			Kowén blinked sluggishly, his mind struggling to keep up. His head felt like swimming, the light in his hand pulsing in rhythm with his erratic heartbeat. “Oh?” he mumbled, trying to focus. He told himself to stop, to let go, but the light didn’t dim. Instead, it glowed brighter, almost defiantly. He shook his hand in frustration, trying to will the magic away.

			“Stop. Why isn’t it—”
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			A gentle caress traced his stubbled jawline, pulling him back from the consuming dark. The touch was tender, almost reverent, anchoring him in a blissful stillness. Around him spread a dreamlike expanse; boundless, suspended in nothingness yet alive with swirling colors, like oil on water. His body refused to move, frozen in the surreal landscape of a painter’s canvas.

			A figure emerged through the shifting veil of liquid light. A woman, whose skin was a deep plum mingled with shadowy indigo, moved with an ethereal grace. Her hair, a cascade of liquid obsidian, drifted around her as though submerged. Two horns curved from her head, reminiscent of a ram’s. Her purple lips parted, and when she spoke, her voice wove through the stillness, layered in a haunting, three-part harmony.



			Do not fret, mortal

			I bring you peace,

			I bring you rest.

			Let me be your aid.

			Do not fear, weary soul

			I offer calm,

			I offer sleep.

			Let me be your guide.

			Do not struggle

			I offer solace,

			I offer silence.

			Let me be your end.

		

			Her fingers brushed his cheek, her purple eyes hypnotic, glimmering with a depth that promised both comfort and oblivion. The words echoed in his mind like a lullaby, dangerous and soothing. Despite the ominous undertones in her layered voice, Kowén felt oddly safe, protected under her watchful gaze. The sensation of her touch, her presence, lulled him further into the void.

			With a jolt, Kowén jostled awake.

			“Woah, you’re alright, Kowén,” Mahrel’s familiar voice soothed. He was close, his silver eyes glowing softly in the dim light of the workshop. He leaned down to press a light kiss to Kowén’s forehead, “The connection to the Aethrane—it hit you hard.”

			Blinking, Kowén refamiliarized himself with the workshop. It was still nighttime but it seemed that Mahrel had moved him to the same couch where he’d slept the nights before.

			So, was it a dream? The strange, unsettling vision still clung to the edges of his mind, but it hadn’t been real. . . right? Kowén let out a heavy sigh, trying to shake off the remnants of fear and wonder.

			He leaned up slightly and, with a slight smile, returned Mahrel’s earlier gesture, placing a soft kiss on his lips.

			Mahrel’s smile widened as their eyes met. “Just a thought,” he said with a light chuckle, “let’s not try that again anytime soon.”

			Kowén laughed, but his head pulsated with a thunderous ache, making him wince and press a hand to his head, “Yeah, maybe not.”

			“Not until Dimos gets to see this, anyway. He’s kind of the expert on the Aethrane.”

			“I can’t wait to meet him if he’s everything you say he is,” Kowén sat up on the couch.

			“He is,” Mahrel said with certainty, but his expression softened as he pushed Kowén gently back against the cushions. His dark ashen hair spilled forward as he leaned over, pinning him lightly, “But for now? Rest. We both need it.”

			He bent down, brushing a gentle kiss along Kowén’s earlobe, his voice whispering against his skin.

			Kowén relaxed beneath him, settling into the warmth and weight of Mahrel’s frame, “But what if—”

			“Hush,” Mahrel murmured, silencing him with another soft kiss. His lips were firm yet tender, carrying a reassurance that melted away Kowén’s lingering worries, “You worry too much. Nobody cares about our intimacy. Save for us.”

			Kowén chuckled faintly, his earlier tension slipping away as Mahrel’s kisses deepened, their caresses drawing him into a cocoon of warmth and safety. Slowly, the fog of sleep crept back in, and this time, he let it take him.

			In Mahrel’s tight embrace, Kowén drifted off once more, the dreamlike colors of before lingering only faintly at the edges of his consciousness.

		


		
			Chapter VII

			Persuade

			Persuade me with your silken chains

			The days that followed left little room for anything else. The workshop became Kowén’s and Mahrel’s universe, a world of work and quiet moments. After Kowén’s unexpected reaction to the Aethrane, Mahrel had insisted he keep a safe distance from it. Mahrel often retreated to the office above, his experiments casting bright, swirling lights occasionally spilling into the workshop below. Kowén found the displays mesmerizing, distractions that tugged at his focus and delayed his sculpting. He struggled to refocus, the pressure of the month’s end looming over him. His urgency to complete his work only seemed to drag out the process. He didn’t want to admit it, but he wasn’t quite ready to leave.

			Yes, he longed for home, but the thought of leaving Mahrel and the workshop felt like a monumental decision, a heavy burden on his shoulders. The idea of returning to Sunridge with the caravan, spending a few days with his family, and returning to Kingston felt. . . wrong. Under Dimos’s patronage, Kowén had everything he needed—food, shelter, the freedom to create, and most importantly, the company he had not found elsewhere. Mahrel’s company. The weight of his decision was palpable, and it seemed to grow heavier with each passing day, casting a shadow over his every thought.

			Mahrel was different. He cared, just as much as Kowén did. He longed to be by his side, to share these quiet moments. It was in the way Mahrel invited him to his apartment, a few streets over, where Kowén had found a place where he could truly relax. The apartment was filled with ancient books and texts, armchairs positioned to watch the sunset from the balcony, and a bed where they could enjoy each other’s company without the world intruding.

			The matter of the money he had saved weighed heavily on Kowén's mind, a constant source of anxiety. As he lay in Mahrel’s arms, listening to his soft snores, he quietly calculated the financial strain a journey to Sunridge would bring. Travelling personally would take at least a quarter of his savings, which would cover the remaining thirty percent of the treatment his father needed. The thought of leaving felt complicated, and the financial burden only added to his anxiety, casting a dark cloud over his future.

			The longing for home was undeniable, but Kowén knew he couldn’t be selfish. The choice was clear: Was the journey to Sunridge the only thing between his father and the treatment? Kowén would send the earnings with the following courier shipment and a note. His heart ached with the decision, torn between his longing to stay and his responsibility to his father.

			The statue emerged little by little. Soon, the androgynous face peered through the limestone. Kowén left the head, clean-shaven, to further emphasize the genderless figure’s inviting gaze and presence, drawing its viewers towards it. The attire had been a subject of great debate between Kowén and Mahrel, but one day Kowén decided to portray the statue bare. The chest was carved into a blank slate, a smooth canvas. Neither female nor male. His reasoning was to hide the figure under falsehoods and garments when the whole purpose of the piece was to lay the spectator bare for their dreams and fears.

			Kowén took a sip from his herbal tea, his eyes drifting toward Mahrel, hunched over a pile of notes at his desk, the very desk Kowén had been claimed weeks ago. He bit his lip, trying to calm the rising desire within him. Mahrel caught his stare and chuckled before pushing himself away from the desk and heading toward Kowén.

			The sound of boots echoing against the stone floor signaled the arrival of someone unfamiliar. The man’s steps were unhurried, deliberate, and measured, as though the ground was honored to hold his weight. His regal bearing seemed to command the air; the room felt heavier, expectant, as though it had drawn in a collective breath.

			Kowén’s instinct was to bow. He had to remind himself that none of the other artists had done so. Still, it was hard to resist the urge, with the commanding figure standing before him. Deep emerald eyes swept the room, and when they landed on Kowén, it was as if time itself stilled. The world narrowed, and Kowén found himself unable to look away. It wasn’t the intensity he’d seen in Mahrel’s eyes before. Mahrel’s eyes were full of emotion—unspoken words, desire, curiosity. But this man. . . his gaze felt like a study. Those eyes pierced him, unraveling every layer—clothes, skin, sinew, and thought—until Kowén felt bare and exposed. Yet there was no malice in the gaze, nor was there kindness. It was simply. . . observant. Intense.

			The man widened his arms and embraced Mahrel in a firm, friendly hug, “Mahrel, my dear, how is your creation progressing?”

			Mahrel shot a glance over at Kowén from his workstation. He smiled at the man, “Perfectly. Welcome back from your travels.”

			Kowén’s heart skipped a beat as he realized who Dimos was; everything Mahrel had praised was now embodied in the man standing there. Dimos was flawless in a way that defied simple definition. His deep-blue surcoat, embroidered with golden swirls, clung to his lean frame like a second skin. He approached Kowén with Mahrel, but Kowén couldn’t help but feel disoriented, unable to focus when Mahrel spoke.

			“Kowén,” Mahrel’s voice broke through Kowén’s daze, “May I introduce you to our benefactor, Dimos?”

			Dimos smiled faintly, and the warmth in his expression was disarming. He extended a hand, and Kowén hesitated a moment before taking it. The handshake was firm, his hand cool to the touch. He was tall, his frame graceful, brimming with quiet strength. His features were sharp, chiseled, with a perfect symmetry of beauty and control. His hair was gray, short, and slicked back, gleaming as though the gods themselves carefully placed every strand. His beard, neatly trimmed, rounded out his patrician features and gave him an air of authority.

			“A true pleasure to meet you, Kowén,” Dimos said, his voice a rich, velvet baritone that seemed to resonate in the walls, “Mahrel has spoken of you often.”

			“He has?” Kowén blinked, suddenly self-conscious under that emerald gaze, “I hope. . . I hope it was all good things.”

			“All excellent things,” Dimos replied, the corners of his lips lifting slightly, “He tells me you are both talented and driven. Two qualities I value immensely.”

			Kowén flushed under the praise, “I’m honored. But I wouldn’t have been able to make much progress without Mahrel’s help.”

			“Humility, too,” Dimos noted, tilting his head. Dimos’s eyes flicked to Mahrel, and there seemed to be an unspoken understanding, a shared history between them that Kowén could feel but not quite grasp, “A rare trait among creators.”

			“Kowén’s one of the best I’ve worked with,” Mahrel said confidently.

			Dimos shifted his attention back to Mahrel briefly, his gaze softening, “Your judgment, as always, is impeccable.” Then, with a smooth turn, he gestured toward Kowén’s workspace, “May I see your work?”

			“Oh, of course,” Kowén stammered, leading Dimos toward his station. The work felt unworthy under Dimos’s scrutiny. Kowén fell in behind Dimos and moved closer to Mahrel, seeking his proximity in the overwhelming pressure he felt weighing down on him as Dimos studied the half-finished sculpture. Kowén couldn’t help but glance at Mahrel, silently pleading for guidance.

			“It’s not finished, of course. I. . . uh. . . we’re working on merging Mahrel’s illusions to the final piece,” Kowén found himself stuttering and explaining as if apologizing.

			“It is just as remarkable as I was led to believe. You captured something rare here. Both of you,” Dimos said. He stepped forward and let his fingers brush against the polished limestone. A shiver travelled along Kowén’s spine at the contact, although Dimos never touched him directly. The touch was appraising and commanding as it followed the bare chest of the figure. “Illusions?” Dimos quietly mused to himself, “No. You misunderstand. Mahrel reveals the truth. There are no illusions in his craft, just as there are none in yours.”

			For a long moment, the workshop fell silent as Dimos’s touch lingered on the statue. Finally, his gaze shifted from Mahrel to Kowén. “This creation will be worthy of the grand halls of Iknayora when you finish it,” Dimos said, his voice calm, yet imbued with an authority that felt both soothing and unsettling.

			Mahrel bristled at the words, a soft laugh escaping him. He suddenly kissed Kowén’s cheek, a quick, playful gesture. “You. . . it. . . they required it?” Mahrel asked Dimos.

			Kowén blinked, caught off guard. He didn’t fully understand, but his instincts told him it was significant. He smiled, hoping neither of them would notice his confusion. The name Iknayora rang no bells of familiarity to him.

			“The gods have bestowed us with different qualities, my dear,” Dimos replied with a smirk, his gaze flickering briefly to Mahrel. Something was calculating in his eyes that Kowén couldn’t ignore.

			Mahrel caught Kowén’s unease. He nudged him gently, but Dimos raised a hand, silencing him with an elegant gesture. “The proceeds will be. . . considerable,” he said, his tone smooth and persuasive.

			Kowén swallowed hard, unsure how to respond. The words felt surreal, weighed down by Dimos’s silken resonance.

			Dimos turned his piercing gaze back to Kowén, the intensity making his knees feel unsteady. “You are a man of potential. Boundless potential. Mahrel tells me you are considering a journey home soon. I understand the call of one’s roots—it is powerful. But consider this, Kowén: what you have here, the opportunities, the freedom to create, the companionship. . .” His gaze flicked to Mahrel briefly before settling back on Kowén, “It is rare, and yours, should you choose it.”

			Kowén felt a strange warmth bloom in his chest at the words. It wasn’t coercion, nor was it entirely persuasion. It was. . . understanding. Dimos spoke as though he truly saw him, saw his struggles, his doubts, his desires.

			“No rush in deciding,” Dimos continued, his voice like a comforting melody, “But know that whatever you choose, my support is yours. Your talent is a gift, Kowén. One I would hate to see squandered.”

			Dimos turned, his coat swirling behind him as he moved toward the spiral staircase. “Mahrel, shall we?” he said over his shoulder, and Mahrel followed him up the stairs, casting a brief, lingering glance at Kowén before disappearing.

			Once the door to the office shut, Kowén let out a breath he had been holding the entire conversation. Dimos was just as mythic and intriguing as he was led to believe, and there was something otherworldly about him, a confidence so absolute that it was almost suffocating. Flustered, he paced back and forth from the statue to his tea, which was getting cold, and then back again. The door to the office loomed as he glanced up at it, thinking of the conversation transpiring behind it. The chisel in his hand, the sharp steel picking at the stone with precision, did nothing to calm his gnawing thoughts. Were they conversing about him? Why would they? Dimos was a man of means, and his time was precious. Kowén was just a speck in his grand life. 

			Hours passed, and the door remained shut. Rain tapped against the workshop windows with the approaching night. The sounds of the other artists’ work faded and were replaced with the patter of water as thick rain clouds covered Kingston. Kowén lit lanterns and fixtures to keep his thoughts occupied through work. Now that the statue had been sold to a seemingly important client, getting it completed felt prudent.

			He glanced at the study and then at the couch he had settled in at night. Somehow, now that Dimos was back, it felt wrong, downright disrespectful for Kowén to sleep there. Mahrel had been kind to him, but Dimos might find Kowén’s presence here rude. Mahrel had let Kowén stay there for free, but Dimos wasn’t in on that decision. Or was he? All the uncertainty weighed on Kowén. But it wasn’t solely the uncertainty of his sleeping arrangements that came into question for Kowén. It was the idea of leaving or staying.

			Kowén found himself in deep thought, sitting on a stool, facing the unfinished statue. He thought of Sunridge. The familiar smells of cumin, saffron, and chilies in the warmth of his family home. His father, his sisters, and his mother. He missed them all a bit too much, but the dread that filled his heart at the thought of leaving Mahrel, leaving the workshop. . . it burned at him equally much. The truth was, Kowén wasn’t just torn between Kingston and Sunridge. He was torn between his old life and the uncertain possibilities within his reach—a life he hadn’t quite understood yet.

			“Kowén?”

			The voice pulled him from his thoughts. He startled, muttering in confusion, “Who, why?” He blinked, his mind still foggy from the unintentional nap. Mahrel chuckled softly, reaching down to grab the forgotten mason’s hammer on Kowén’s lap. He had dozed off on the stool, waiting for Mahrel to return.

			As their eyes met, Kowén felt a rush of warmth flood him. He blushed, feeling blessed, honored, and genuinely happy to have the attention of a man like Mahrel—handsome, caring, who made him feel seen in ways he never had before.

			“Let’s head home,” Mahrel said gently, helping Kowén gather his things. “You didn’t have to stay up all night, silly. Why didn’t you just sleep on the couch?”

			Kowén yawned, stretching as he stood. “It. . . didn’t feel right.”

			“What do you mean?”

			Kowén shrugged, the words hard to explain. It felt like a silly notion, but one that had rooted itself deep in his mind. “That meeting took a while,” he said with a chuckle, pulling his cloak around his shoulders as Mahrel did the same. Both of them were preparing to face the rain.

			“Lots to sort through,” Mahrel agreed, his voice light, but something else in his tone was unsaid.

			The door swung open, letting the damp, cool air rush in. Kowén paused, turning to look up at Mahrel, “Did he. . . say anything about me? About us?”

			Mahrel turned, locking the workshop door with a firm click. Then, with an affectionate smile, he leaned down and kissed Kowén’s forehead, “You worry too much. Like he said; he’s impressed with you and your work. He always has been. But. . .” Mahrel’s voice softened, a trace of sadness slipping through, “He’s worried you might not stay. Truthfully, so am I.”

			The quiet confession tightened something in Kowén’s chest. Mahrel’s words, their vulnerability, tugged at him in a way he couldn’t ignore. They walked side by side through the rain, their boots splashing into puddles. When Kowén stepped into one particularly deep puddle, Mahrel laughed, nudging him playfully. Kowén nudged him back, their laughter mingling with the rain, warm and unguarded despite the chill.

			Later, once inside the warmth of Mahrel’s apartment, Kowén settled into one of the armchairs, drying off from the rain. As he sat there, a sudden clarity washed over him. It was as if the weight of his decision had been lifted, and the answer became simple, clear. Perhaps it was Mahrel’s honest confession, or maybe it was the way Kowén had relaxed in Mahrel’s presence, but at that moment, he knew what he needed to do.

			He looked up at Mahrel, a smile tugging at his lips, “I’ll stay. If Dimos lets me.”
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			Chapter IX

			Signature

			The signature stains

			Kowén, his nerves tangled in knots, stood nervously at the workshop’s upstairs study doorstep. He had rehearsed his request to stay in Kingston for a little longer last night, but now that the moment had arrived, his anxiety was palpable. At the foot of the stairs, Mahrel offered Kowén a sideways smile, one that reassured him just enough to summon the courage to knock on the doorpost. Moments later, Dimos invited him in.

			The study was unlike anything Kowén had ever imagined. The workshop wasn’t in the luxurious parts of Kingston, but the study told a different story. Grand tapestries hung from crystal-white walls, splashing the room with vivid colors and depicting vast landscapes. Plush velvet armchairs framed a panoramic view—dunes to the northwest, lush green fields to the northeast. With its golden sands, the desert ripped at Kowén’s resolve for a moment, reminding him of the life he was postponing. 

			Then his gaze landed on Dimos, seated with a striking woman about Kowén’s age. Her ebony skin seemed to absorb light, though returning its warmth. Piercings and necklaces adorned her, as colorful and vibrant as the tapestries hanging nearby. Layers of golden silk draped her shoulders, but the dress was not the only finery decorating her. Fine tattoos flowed with her smooth skin, telling a story Kowén wanted to hear.

			“Um, apologies for the intrusion,” Kowén gulped and peeked through the doorway.

			Dimos smiled at his interruption. A grand crimson surcoat with an upturned collar flashed Dimos’s grand status. “Ah, Kowén. Just in time,” Dimos said, and gestured to the lady, “Let me present my good friend Coral Whisbane. Coral, this is the sculptor.”

			Kowén hurried to them and extended his hand to greet her. Worry picked at the corners of his mind, but he squashed it to be present in the moment, “A pleasure to meet you, ma’am.”

			Dimos ushered them to the panorama view and seated them in the plush chairs. Kowén pulled at his messy, dust-covered trousers to straighten out the wrinkles.

			“It has come to my attention, through Mahrel, that your father is ill, Kowén,” Dimos said, cutting straight to the point, “Now, as you know, Mahrel and I were locked up here for some time yesterday. You see, we used my contacts through the kingdoms to get to the bottom of your father’s health.”

			How did that come up as a topic of conversation? Kowén questioned himself. He twisted uncomfortably in his seat. What else had Mahrel shared with Dimos? Sure, Kowén wasn’t big on secrets, but some things didn’t feel appropriate for a relative stranger to learn this early on. Kowén’s fingers tightened around the armrest, “Is. . . is he ok?”

			“Yes, not to worry. As you already know, his ailment is not easily addressed through regular medical methods.” Dimos caught wind of Kowén’s discomfort and added, “Coral is an experienced healer who deals with complicated ailments that require the aid of the Aethrane. I have arranged for her to visit Sunridge and treat your father.”

			What? How. . . a healer? Why would he do that? Sure, Mahrel showed Kowén the generosity of Dimos, but this was beyond that, “But. . . but sir, I—I, we can’t afford this. I mean, I’ve gathered what funds I can, but. . . but that’s just for a healer from a—”

			“Kowén,” With deliberate stillness, Dimos placed a calming hand on Kowén’s bouncing knee while staring him straight in the eye, his intense green gaze bore into Kowén, “This is important to you. You are important to me. Let me help you.”

			The dam broke. Before Kowén could stop himself, to keep his composure, tears streaked his cheeks, “This is. . . I. . . don’t know what to say. I. . . This is too much, sir. I can’t possibly repay you for this.” His voice cracked with emotion, his gratitude pouring out in a rush, a torrent of overwhelming feelings he struggled to contain.

			“Think nothing of it, Kowén. There is no debt to repay,” Dimos said firmly, soothing Kowén’s overwhelmed spirit.

			Coral tilted her head and offered Kowén a reassuring smile, “Most likely, your father suffers from a corruption of the bowels, given the symptoms. I’ve treated many with the same illness, Kowén. Your father will be cured.”

			Kowén’s hands flew to his face as the weight of the words sank in. Cured? His father would be cured? The fear, the months of heartache and worry, all the painful days he had spent watching his father grow weaker—suddenly felt as if they were being lifted, replaced with a flicker of hope he hadn’t dared to hold. He broke down sobbing, overwhelmed by the idea of seeing his father smile again, not the forced one that masked his pain, but a genuine, relieved smile.

			“I’m sorry. . .” Kowén whimpered through his joy, “I. . .”

			Dimos said nothing, nor did Coral. Coral extended a handkerchief that soaked up Kowén’s tears, “But how. . . how did. . . I haven’t talked about my father’s illness, not in detail.”

			“Like I said, Kowén, I have connections even in remote villages such as Sunridge,” Dimos said.

			“But. . . Dimos, I’ve saved money for months I’ve. . . I’ve got most of the funds to support this. Please let me at least contribute?” Kowén’s eyes darted between Dimos and Coral. Although he knew that Dimos would probably refuse his help he couldn’t help but ask to pay a bit. Being indebted to someone wasn’t something he particularly liked. And a favor this huge. . . how could he possibly even start to repay or show his thanks? Dimos was going to save his father’s life, an invaluable gift. Kowén stumbled to his feet. He had to at least give Coral what funds he had left after the Swan’s payment, but Dimos’s fingers wrapped around his wrist before he could step away. 

			Dimos gently nudged him back into the armchair. “Kowén,” Dimos urged, “you are not beholden to me. You do not owe me anything. I understand how important this is to you, but trust me when I say this will not dent my finances. Please, accept this gift.”

			Kowén’s breath hitched as Dimos’s words sank in. Slowly, he returned to the seat, wiping the last of his tears away. “Thank you,” he whispered, “Thank you, sir. . . and ma’am. I. . . I’m in your debt.”

			At the mention of the word ‘debt’, Dimos’s gaze sharpened. He raised a trimmed eyebrow as a firm yet gentle reminder of his previous statement.

			Kowén blinked, realizing his mistake, and corrected himself with a slight but genuine tug of his lips, “I’m truly grateful for your gift. Truly.”

			Dimos turned to Coral, “You have what you need I presume? The Morzi family in Sunridge, make sure you tell them that Kowén sent you.”

			Coral got up from the chair. She smiled at Kowén, “Anything in particular you wish me to relay to your parents?”

			Kowén thought for a moment, his fingers tracing the handkerchief, “Just that. . . that I miss them and. . . but that I’m going to stay a bit longer here in Kingston. I’m actually doing good.”

			Coral bowed her head slightly and shook Dimos’s hand before she waved her hands around and spoke some strange words. The room cracked with energy as a vortex appeared out of nowhere. Kowén stumbled back in his chair, gaping at the magic performed before his very eyes. Coral waved her hand, disappearing through the void. With a crisp snap she was gone and the vortex with her.

			“Did. . . she just?” Kowén got up from the chair and inspected the air where Coral had disappeared. He waved his hands tentatively through the area and chuckled amused to himself before blushing and finding himself acting like a transfixed five-year-old boy. 

			A low snicker followed Dimos’s observation. Kowén quickly lowered his hands, “I eh. . . sorry. It’s all a bit, different and. . .”

			He trailed off and remembered why he had entered Dimos’s study. Now that his father was being tended to, his decision solidified even more. He wanted to stay. He needed to stay with Mahrel and finish the statue. He returned to the chair. But how could he possibly bring that up now? Now that Dimos had done him such a massive favor already? It would be downright rude for him to ask for the opportunity to stay.

			“Now that your father gets the care he needs, what is your plan for the near future, Kowén?” Dimos asked as if he had read Kowén’s mind.

			“Um, actually, sir. I’ve been thinking about what you said yesterday about me leaving Kingston,” Kowén spluttered. He cursed himself for being so timid so he blurted out the request before he could stop himself, “I’d like to stay here, and work with Mahrel if you’d let me.”

			 Dimos leaned forward. His elbows rested on his knees and his fingers interlaced while he pondered the request, “You are willing to receive my patronage?”

			Kowén hesitated. Patronage? He frowned in confusion, and Dimos smiled with quiet amusement, noticing the perplexed expression, “Ah, how foolish of me. I have yet to explain it, have I? Yes, you are welcome to stay and work with Mahrel. I would not dream of sending you away. But let me be clear. . . I will not allow you to sleep on the couch like an unwanted guest. No. Not when you show such talent. You have been more than that since you arrived. You have earned a place here, Kowén. From my understanding, Mahrel has allowed you into his home, and his bed, no?”

			Mahrel and Dimos are very honest with each other. There was no use denying it. Kowén’s face flushed, and he dipped his chin. His hands toyed nervously with the hem of his tunic. His clothes whiffed of the comforting smell Mahrel had at the nape of his neck. It made him feel safe; even without Mahrel in the room, the scent of him calmed him.

			“You have incredible potential, the kind that deserves to be nurtured and guided. Mahrel has great respect for you and he’s seen your greatness first hand. Now, I am no artist myself, simply a procurer and silent admirer of the arts, but when Mahrel speaks of you and the month you have spent here it only solidifies my belief in your unique abilities.”

			The magic he had seen, the dream of helping his father, and the reward of staying at Mahrel’s side all clogged Kowén’s head. And now all the kind words. . . it was becoming a bit much for him to process, especially while under the intense gaze of those emerald eyes.

			“My patronage is on the table if you wish to accept it. My full support, Mahrel’s guidance, the best resources and freedom to focus on your art. Everything you create and every success you achieve will reflect your brilliance, but it will also strengthen the legacy of this workshop. And of course, it allows me the satisfaction of knowing that I have played a role in helping you achieve your dreams.”

			The room fell silent for a moment. The weight of it all suspended in the air around Kowén. He gazed to the desert beyond the walls of Kingston, “This is all. . . incredibly generous, Dimos. I—”

			Dimos held up a hand, silencing Kowén with a smirk, “I only ask one thing in return. It has nothing to do with debts or payments. What I seek is your trust. Your commitment. If I am to invest in you I require your dedication to this path.”

			Kowén nodded eagerly, “Of course, I. . . I mean I am. I wouldn’t dream of wasting this opportunity.”

			“Excellent. Then all that is left is a small formality—an agreement, to make everything official. A simple signature, to seal your place as one of my chosen artists. Think of it as a promise, between us. That you will give your all, and in return, I will give you everything you could ever need to succeed.”

			Kowén hesitated for a moment, “Just. . . a signature?”

			“Yes, of course,” Dimos replied smoothly, gesturing toward a small, ornately bound ledger that seemed to appear as if summoned. The book shimmered faintly, its leather cover embossed with swirling gold filigree, “Simply a way for us to formalize our arrangement. A pact, if you will.”

			The word ‘pact’ tickled at the back of Kowén’s mind, but Dimos’s calm, reassuring demeanor brushed the unease aside. 

			“You see,” Dimos continued, his tone both persuasive and soothing, “True genius often requires a benefactor who believes in it without hesitation. That is what I am offering you—a partner who sees your potential and will stop at nothing to ensure you achieve it.”

			Kowén found himself nodding, his doubts dissolving under Dimos’s steady gaze, “I. . . I think I understand. I just sign, and then I can stay here, work with Mahrel, and keep building my skills?”

			“Precisely,” Dimos insisted, a satisfied smile playing on his lips, “You will have everything you need, Kowén. A true home for your art, free of the burdens and uncertainties that distract so many from their calling. All I ask is your dedication to this shared vision.”

			“Um. . .” Kowén began but hushed himself, but Dimos’s persuasive demeanor made him say it regardless, “Can I still see my family?”

			Dimos stepped forward and placed a hand on Kowén’s shoulder, “Of course, that can be arranged. The spell that Coral cast earlier, was a simple teleportation spell. There are always ways to get you close to your family with the help of the Aethrane.”

			Kowén hesitated for just a heartbeat more, then reached for the pen Dimos offered him. It was sleek and cold to the touch, and as he poised it over the shimmering page, the ink seemed to dance, waiting for him to make his mark.

			“Well,” Kowén said, a nervous chuckle escaping, “if this’ll let me keep doing what I love. . .”

			He pressed the pen to the paper, signing his name with a flourish. As the ink dried, it glimmered faintly, and a strange, fleeting warmth coursed through Kowén’s fingers. Dimos’s smile widened ever so slightly.

			“Welcome, Kowén. Your future begins now.”
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			“Hi, sweetheart.”

			Kowén leaned in closer to the dancing glow that projected his mother and father in the corner of the workshop. It was as if he were seeing them through a half-forgotten dream. His mother’s curly hair seemed to have grown wilder than he remembered, no doubt from the stress of tending to his father’s illness. Yet now, her eyes sparkled with a relief he hadn’t seen in years. And his father, Thomas, stood effortlessly at Miriam’s side. Kowén could scarcely believe his eyes.

			“Mom, Dad? Are you. . .” Kowén faltered, emotion choking him. He glanced across the glow at Mahrel, who stood with his arms crossed, his reassuring grin returning briefly.

			“Yes, sweetheart. It’s us,” his mother replied softly.

			Kowén’s heart raced, “Did it. . . did it work? Are you feeling better?” His voice carried the fragile hope.

			Thomas placed a hand on Miriam’s shoulder, his smile broad and radiant, “Yes, son. The healer. . . she cured what was ailing me. I can walk without pain. I can eat without worry.” He laughed, the sound rich and full, and it was the best music Kowén had ever heard, “I can breathe again. It feels like I’ve been given a new life.”

			A loud snivel escaped Kowén, unbidden, as tears blurred his vision. He pressed his sleeve to his eyes, trying to regain his composure. Why did he always get this emotional? “That’s. . . that’s incredible. I—”

			His father interrupted, “How did you afford this, Kowén? I hope you didn’t—”

			“Don’t worry about that, Dad,” Kowén said quickly, shaking his head. He cast a nervous glance toward Mahrel, who gave him an encouraging nod and another grin, “That’s what I wanted to tell you. I’ve. . . I’ve been doing well. I’ve had commissions. The work I did for the Swans led to something amazing. I’m at a workshop, working on projects I’m truly proud of.”

			Miriam’s eyes softened, “That’s wonderful. You happy?”

			“I am,” Kowén said, the words rushing out in a flood, “I’ve made friends—people who really believe in me and my art. And. . . I’ve learned so much already.” He paused, his cheeks warming as his eyes flickered to Mahrel, “It’s. . . it’s more than just work. It’s a chance to. . . I feel like I finally have a place.”

			“If you’re happy, that’s all that matters. But, son, I hope you’re not overworking yourself.”

			Kowén chuckled through his tears, “No, Dad. I promise.”

			“Oh, do you now? We all know ya gotta tendency disappearin’ into yer work,” Miriam said with a chuckle, “Oh, Kowén, we’re so proud of you, and now, flourishing. . . it’s more than we could’ve hoped for.”

			Thomas placed a hand over his chest, “I don’t know how to thank you, son. For everything you’ve done—for helping us, for helping me. I love you, Kowén. I hope you know that.”

			“I love you too, Dad,” Kowén’s voice cracked, and he took a steadying breath before continuing, “This. . . this wouldn’t have been possible without the people here. They’ve helped me in ways I can’t even begin to explain. I’ll send what I can to keep things stable back home, but you have to promise me—focus on you now. On getting better. That’s all I want.”

			Miriam nodded, her eyes glistening, “We’ll do our best, sweetheart. And focus on your art. It’s what you’ve always wanted.”

			As the glow flickered faintly, signaling the spell’s nearing end, Kowén leaned forward again, “I love you both so much. It hurts. But. . . but now I know that you’re alright. I love you.”

			“We love you, son, oh so m—”

			The projection dimmed, the last sparkles of light fading into the air. Kowén stared at the empty space, his chest full of bittersweet longing and gratitude. Mahrel slid up behind Kowén and pressed his hand on Kowén’s shoulder.

			“They’re proud of you,” Mahrel said quietly, “And they should be. You’re doing incredible things here, Kowén.”

			Kowén managed a small laugh, wiping at his damp cheeks, “I’m just. . . so glad they’re okay. That Coral could. . . I don’t even know how to thank her. Or you. Or Dimos.”

			Mahrel squeezed his shoulder and kissed Kowén’s earlobe, “You’ve already thanked us by being yourself. Now, come on. The statue isn’t going to finish itself.”

			Kowén nodded, a determined light in his eyes, “Right. Let’s get to it.”

			Together, they returned to the heart of the workshop, where Kowén felt, for the first time in a long time, that he was exactly where he was meant to be.
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			Chapter XIX

			Fabrication

			Truth a fabrication

			The rolling dunes of the sun-scorched desert would always hold a sacred place in Miriam’s heart. She often thought of that time, decades ago, when she’d brought Thomas to the oasis known as Sunridge. She’d hoped the low sand-colored buildings with domed rooftops and the scent of dried dates, sweet figs, and earthy scents would ensnare the young scholar. But in the end, it was the hidden gardens with patches of wild grass shaded by date palms that truly captured him. That, and the rich history clinging to the outskirts of the kingdom like whispers of the past. Nowadays, Thomas was no outsider. The desert had shaped him and made him one of its own.

			Especially now.

			Miriam stepped into the enclosed courtyard behind their quaint cottage, where five children had once nested. Thomas sought shelter in the shade of their five date palms, one for each Morzi child. The raised garden beds brimmed with plump gourds, ripened melons, and clusters of onions and garlic. She carried two buckets overflowing with pomegranates she’d collected from Kowén’s dusty house down the road.

			Thomas peered up from a book. The thin spectacles balanced on the bridge of his nose, just as they always did when he was entrenched in ancient texts.

			“Two more? What’s the lad put into the soil to get a yield like that?” Thomas chuckled.

			“Aye. Maybe Selina wants a go at ‘em,” Miriam replied, setting the buckets by the open door
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