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        "Appearance is just that; what we see, not what is. Still, that is how we are placed in society. If one can master the way others see them, they can then master society and therefore the world they live in."

        ﹣Rivulets of Time

      

      

      

      Neelya placed her bag on her new bed in the Palace. She was to be Queen Hoelaria's new assistant. This was a great honor and credit to her. To be selected by one so esteemed was no small feat. She stood and looked at the room, which was much finer than that of her last home. The workmanship was a little spotty, but she didn't judge that; after all, this was an ape-built structure, the first she'd lived in. She walked to a window overlooking the Capitol. Blue skies fell on green hills. Only a few clouds were visible. She opened the window. The sharp and offensive scents of the city assaulted her, and she shut it again, deciding that she preferred the sweet smell of her room.

      She picked up a notepad as she made her way out of her room, finding a Human in the hall waiting for her.

      "Take me to the Queen," she ordered, not looking at the creature.

      "Yes, my lady," he said.

      She walked behind the ape, not paying attention to him, but rather studying every inch of her new home.

      The servant led her to what she presumed were the Queen's quarters. He opened one of two large redwood doors, letting her in. Neelya marveled at the large apartment’s elegance. The room’s exquisite lines and symmetry spoke of a master Iumenta craftsman. Neelya walked into the entry room, admiring the fine decor. She noticed that the servant did not enter. The room stood in stark contrast to that of the rest of the Palace. Her eyes glided over smooth ceramic walls.

      "Neelya," a cool voice called from another room.

      She followed the voice to a small dining room.

      "Un Prose," Neelya said, bowing to the Queen.

      "You may rise. When in private, it is not necessary for you to bow upon seeing me," the Queen stated matter-of-factly.

      "Thank you."

      "Please join me," Hoelaria said.

      Neelya was confused—she'd always heard that the Queen was ill-tempered, but she didn't seem so now. Neelya sat opposite the Queen, examining her surreptitiously. Hoelaria eyed Neelya, looking her up and down like a piece of art.

      "I take a great deal of time selecting an assistant, Neelya; you should know that. With that knowledge comes knowing that you are highly desirable, but it also means that you must meet those expectations," Hoelaria said, no menace or threat coloring her tone—just fact.

      Neelya fought the urge to swallow. "Yes, Un Prose, I will not let you down."

      An Iumenta came into the room with two silver trays; he set one before the Queen and the other in front of Neelya. He left the room without uttering a word.

      Neelya eyed the servant as he left.

      "Humans do not enter my quarters," the Queen said. "Please eat. You will be dining with me often."

      She did as asked, spearing a cooked carrot. For a long time, the Queen said nothing. She periodically looked up at Neelya, nodded to herself, and resumed eating. Neelya didn't speak.

      "You seem nervous, Neelya," the Queen casually observed.

      "Forgive me, I do not mean to seem scared or weak, Un Prose."

      Hoelaria looked at her again, a slight gleam in her eye. "Neelya, I know the reputation that I have; it’s one I've worked hard to earn. When you leave my service, you will help to spread that reputation. I am ruthless, and I am ill-tempered; but you are my assistant, which is a close relationship in our society. You are as obligated to serve me as much as I am obligated to mentor you. In public, I expect you to do as you are told. In private, however, I expect you to speak your mind—respectfully, of course—and if you feel so inclined, to question me. This is how you learn; this is how our society has flourished for millennia, and this is what raises us above the ape standing in the hall."

      Neelya understood.

      "I like the food," Neelya said, surprising herself.

      The Queen's lips twitched almost in a smile. "Yes, the apes can cook well."

      Neelya looked down at her plate. "Humans are capable of this?"

      "Yes..."

      An Iumenta entered the room, interrupting whatever the Queen was about to say. He bowed to the Queen. "You said to enter when I received news, Un Prose."

      "What is it?" the Queen asked, coolness back in her tone.

      Neelya's ears perked up. What was going on?

      "Un Prose, Noris has fallen."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Ascended

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        "At times life appears to be more random than it is planned, but I wonder. Is it that life is random or just that we are so blind as to miss the master’s plan?"

        ﹣Conversations in the Garden

      

      

      

      Her lungs filled with heavy sea air. Bright white mist strained her eyes as they tried to focus. She lifted herself from the ground, turning to see a bloody figure at her feet. She was looking at herself. That's odd, Sasha thought. She looked around, trying to see through the dense mist. Sasha thought she was alone, but she wasn't sure, as the fog was so thick. Absently, she wiggled her toes.

      She looked down, feeling grass. "I'm naked," she said with shock. "How come I'm naked?" she asked again, and then, "What is this place? What am I doing here?" Memories washed over her. She had gotten hurt when they were ambushed; was she dead? No, she decided. She could feel the ground, and it didn't feel dead to her. But what did dead feel like? And why was she looking at herself? She remembered Legon pulling her into his mind. Was that where she was? Was she just a part of his mind now? A sound from behind her caused her to spin. She was next to a wall ... a wall of diamonds. Looking down, Sasha saw a paw and massive gold claws. Her head tilted up to look into the most beautiful blue eyes she'd ever seen. Looking into them, she felt waves of love emanating from the dragon.

      "Hello," was all she could think to say. Then, feeling rude, she added, "My name is Sasha."

      The White Dragon chuckled, the sound of it like a deep, soothing roll of thunder. "I know who you are, Sasha, but that was very polite of you," he said in her mind. His voice was rich, resonating in her chest and soul.

      "Am I dead?" she asked.

      The dragon shook his head. "No, my daughter, you are not. While badly injured, your brother ascended right on top of you, with your minds fully connected."

      She thought about that. "So then why am I here?" She felt no fear and wondered why that was.

      "It is because you have nothing to fear from me, and you being here is my will. When you wake, you will no longer be human. What your brother did was so powerful that your body could not withstand it; humans are not meant to experience the magic you did. That aside, I have brought you here for a reason. You are here now to receive two gifts from me," the White Dragon said.

      "Gifts?" Sasha clarified.

      "Yes, the first is my anger. You are a uniquely kind person, Sasha, truly one of my greatest creations. With your kindness, you have been a compass and a guide, something you will always be. You deplore violence in all its forms, but now you and your brother must purify this land. You must restore things to their proper place."

      "I'm going to be mad?" she asked, confused. How was anger a gift?

      "Anger can be harmful if it is the wrong kind, but my anger is pure; it will be a shield and a motivation for you. With it, you will pour out my indignation upon those who have trodden on the innocent, molested, and maimed my children. My anger is the refiner’s fire.

      "You cannot now comprehend, but soon will," he said, lowering his head to hers, touching the tip of his nose to her forehead. With his touch came energy and emotion, shaking her; her whole being felt as if it would explode. She saw the pain and suffering of a thousand years and more; she felt the sorrow of the land, felt the hopelessness. It was like what Legon would do with people; but what she saw now was not the pain of one small event or even a lifetime’s worth, but thousands of lifetimes. The power in the White Dragon kept her mind safe, but she felt the pain nonetheless. Deep inside her, a flame began to grow. It spread throughout her, making its way to her heart where it bloomed. Anger the likes of which Sasha had never experienced took over, and with it a drive, a need to stop the wicked. She looked up into his blue eyes. She now understood. Her whole frame trembled with the force of her rage; but with it, love—an overwhelming love, even for those that caused her anger.

      The dragon spoke, "You will not live like this, but when you see the suffering of my children, when that pain in others stirs you up to anger or when you are facing battle; this will be the anger that you feel. This anger is tempered with love, and that is why I send it with you into the world. My final gift to you is the power to use my anger."

      Once again, Sasha felt ready to burst, but this time not with anger. It was something different, something raw and familiar; it was magic.
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        * * *

      

      Iselin lost more altitude, being driven toward the sea below. One of the two dragons that had attacked her sent a jet of emerald flames, scorching her right side. Her healing wards were all but gone, and she winced in pain. She turned to look at a blue dragon as its tail lashed out; she screamed as her front left leg broke. Blood drained from her unchecked as the last of her magic was spent.

      Time slowed. She could no longer feel Legon or Sasha. They must be dead, she thought. She knew she would be soon as well. One of her attackers, a green dragon, seemed to sneer at her as its body glowed with a spell that ran up its length, turning into a ball of energy that hurtled its way toward her. Her mind didn't even register the flickers of ruby and lavender that surrounded her. Her vision went amethyst. Confused, she looked around.

      From above, she heard a deafening roar. She looked up to the cloud-covered cliffs, and from the mist, a figure dropped. Still, her mind was not working at full speed; Iselin could hardly understand what she was seeing. Her mind registered the massive form of a lavender dragon diving down at them. Two minds reconnected with hers, both a tangle of rage. A figure detached from the back of her husband, a beautiful elf with long brown hair waving behind her. Seeing what dragons could see, Iselin took in the girl cocooned in a nimbus of ruby energy. The energy around the girl condensed into an orb that shot from her hand, streaking by Iselin. She felt something touch down on her back and immediately sent spells at the blue dragon. Iselin felt her heart race with energy from Sasha, dulling pain and steadying her in the sky. From Sasha's mind, she felt rivers of power, but she couldn't focus on that at the moment; she needed to stay alive. There was a crack of magic on ward, and time resumed normal speed. Iselin turned, seeing the blue dragon tumble in space, its wards glowing hot. It corrected itself as three more ruby spells hit it. In the next moment, she looked to the green dragon, a jet of emerald flames spewing up at Legon. He opened his maw, and a torrent of violet fire erupted from him, pushing back the green fire with little effort. The two dragons hit, sending them down further. There was a wet snap and the sound of something getting the wind knocked out of it. Iselin thought the green dragon must have broken a bone when Legon hit it.

      Sasha's mind boiled with anger and spoke to her. "Ise, you need to focus. We have to hold this thing until my brother is done killing the other one. You keep yourself in the air; I will deal with the filth," her mind said with an edge Iselin had never heard from Sasha.
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        * * *

      

      Legon looked down at Sasha's unconscious form. He could see from the ever-growing cloud of ruby energy emanating from her body that she was very much alive. Her heartbeat was increasing, and her chest rose and fell fast. What is it, Sash? his mind sent; but her mind was closed to him, a strange alien feeling. Her body didn't look the same as it had before; she was an elf now. Her eyelids fluttered and slowly opened.

      Legon's heart stopped for a moment. Sasha's once blue eyes were no longer blue. Her corneas didn't sparkle with flecks of red as if she were ascended, but rather were ruby mirrors, the natural blue color completely gone. Before Legon could think further, she smiled up at him and reached up, pulling herself to his nose and kissing it.

      Legon heard what sounded like rocks grinding as he chuckled at her. Her mind connected with him, and aside from a feeling of immense joy, he felt power in her; it was like when Iselin was in her ascended form … but Sasha was no dragon. "It looks like I'm going to be stuck with you a bit longer," he said.

      She smiled again. "Yes," she laughed.

      Their moment was interrupted by the sound of a dragon’s scream. Both tensed, remembering; ISELIN! Sasha's mind went from joy to fear to anger—an anger the likes of which Legon had never felt. She was on her feet. Legon looked over to Emma and Mage. Emma was crawling, dragging her broken leg; Mage was out cold. With a shrug of his magic, Emma and Mage glowed purple as their injuries healed instantly. Legon sent a mental message to his, Iselin's, and Mage's familiars, telling them to protect Mage and Emma.

      Emma looked amazed, but Legon didn't have time. Sasha leapt on his back without effort. Legon ran at the cliff, spreading his wings. He'd been told that dragons knew how to fly by instinct, and he hoped that was true. His wings drove down, and he jumped into the air. He felt a temporary sense of joy as he lifted into space. With two powerful strokes of his wings, he was clearing the cliff. The cloud was dense, but he could hear his wife being killed below him. Both he and Sasha placed wards around Iselin, but almost at once, Legon felt the wards being tested.

      "That was like getting hit by a toddler," Sasha said, amazed as she felt what little energy Legon had needed to repel the attack.

      Legon dove, snapping his wings to his sides. The clouds parted, and both he and Sasha filled with rage as they saw Iselin's extensive injuries. Iselin was barely keeping herself in the sky; blood poured from her, and her leg was clearly broken. Legon roared, causing Iselin and her attackers to look up.

      "I'll hold the blue one!" Sasha thought to him, leaping from his back and sending a ball of magic at the blue Iumenta. Legon bore down on the green one as it breathed emerald fire at him. He responded with flames of his own, feeling the other dragon’s magic buckle. He slammed into the green dragon, sending them plummeting to the ocean. It bit at him, but compared to Legon, he hardly noticed it. Without effort, Legon clamped his jaws at the base of the Iumenta's neck, tasting his mouth fill with a wonderful, sweet, tangy blood. The dragon roared, and Legon reached with his front paw to grab the dragon’s wing at the base. With all his might, he ripped with his paw and pulled with his jaws. The dragon howled in pain, and Legon heard a slurping pop as the wing came loose from its joint and flesh ripped away from bone. The wing tore away, taking strips of back muscle with it. Legon kicked the green dragon, sending its body—now missing a wing—to knock against the sheer cliff, thudding against the jagged rocks and into the surf below. He tossed the wing he was holding and started to ascend to Iselin and Sasha.

      Legon strained to climb to where Iselin was dodging attacks from the blue dragon. Sasha was doing her best to defend with magic but could only spare so much energy to keep the exhausted Iselin in the air. Legon pushed harder, gaining altitude with more and more ease. The blue dragon looked at him, fear on its face. Legon didn't bother with charging it, but rather let energy run down him and out in a blast of magic. The dragon’s head burst from the spell, sending bone, flesh, and teeth in every direction.

      Legon came alongside his wife; seeing her hurt tore at him. He closed his eyes and sent healing spells her way. She yelped in surprise, and he opened his eyes, seeing that there was no longer a scratch on her. She looked at him in amazement; never before had she seemed small to him, but she did now.

      "Are you all right?" he asked, still concerned.

      Her thoughts were warm. "Yes, I am now." She paused, looking at him. "Look at you ... I've never seen a class eight before." She was silent for a moment. "Did you see him?" she asked.

      Legon knew she was referring to the White Dragon. "Yes, and you were right: it was truly sacred. He spoke to me..."

      She stopped him. "You don't have to share that."

      "I want to; you have the right to know."

      Legon played her his memories of when he spoke with the White Dragon; how he'd confirmed that Legon was indeed the Everser Vald. She was silent for so long that he became concerned. "Are you still with me?" he asked.

      She shook her head. "Yes. So it's true you really are the Everser Vald. I mean, I always believed you were, but knowing..."

      They turned out to sea, and Legon heard the thumping of wings in the distance. He looked to see formations of ascended heading toward them. As they drew close, he started to hear roars and bugles of celebration as Opes and Sydin drew in next to them.

      Sydin looked him up and down. "We need to confirm it, but you're an eight. How does it feel?" he asked.

      "How does what feel?" Legon hedged.

      "Being ascended," Sydin said.

      Legon took a moment to think about it. How did it feel? "Amazing. I've seen and felt through Ise's eyes and controlled the bodies of birds, but never like this. The wind in my wings, the feeling of power ..." He looked over at Sydin and, without warning, headed toward him. Sydin dodged him with ease.

      "Whoa, sorry about that," Legon said.

      Sydin and Opes laughed, as did the growing group of ascended around them. "Flying is natural,” Opes said, “flying with confidence and skill, on the other hand, is not. We are going to a Carrier. I am sorry, Un Prosa, we just can't risk you being in Noris."

      Legon didn't understand his apprehension. "Is there something I should know?" Iselin's thoughts of you have to land gave him a clue. Carrier landings were supposed to be hard to master with the ship moving and all, but Legon thought he would be fine. Iselin did it all the time, and he was connected to her.

      "I wouldn't hold your breath, love," she said, and then corrected, "Actually, maybe holding your breath is a good idea ..."

      "Please, I'm not going to fall in the water. Come on, guys, I‘ll be fine. How hard can it be?" Legon asked confidently.

      Sasha piped up. "I don't know, I mean look at how small that thing is," she said, thinking of the Carrier in the distance.

      From far out, it did look small, but he knew it was massive and built to hold a class eight; he'd be fine ... he thought. The ship came closer, and Legon didn't think it was looking all that much bigger.

      “Not so cocky now, huh?” Iselin thought.

      "Aren't you supposed to be supportive?"

      "I'm your wife. In what way does that obligate me to be supportive? My job is to tell you when you screw up."

      "Fair," he said.

      Sydin broke in. "Now Legon, when you come up to the ship, you need to slow down; it's going to come at you fast. You need to almost stop midair and then touch down with your back legs, got it?"

      The ship was coming up a little fast. "Yeah, yeah, I’m fine. Don't worry; easy."

      He could see elves in the dragon hold he'd be landing in; they were looking at him with pride and excitement.

      "Legon, you want to slow down now..." Opes said.

      "Right, right ... slow down ..."

      The elves on the ship didn't look so excited anymore, and … are they running? The ship was closing in fast. How was he supposed to slow down? He thought he heard screams from the ship ... it was right in front of him now. He reared up, opening his wings wide, slowing rapidly. He was going to make it right in the opening. He wobbled in the air. A swell came, the ship moved up with it, and WHAM!

      Most of Legon hit the hull of the ship with a dull thud. His upper body hit the floor of the hold, and elves were screaming and running around. Legon dug his claws in the floor, trying to keep from... SPLASH! The water felt good, but his pride? Not so good. He could hear the thoughts of every ascended in the area laughing or trying not to laugh. Most found it inappropriate to laugh at the head of a house, but he had just flown into the side of a ship. Everyone's nerves had been on edge with the battle, nerves that were now releasing; at least you helped with morale. The water around him glowed with black and red magic from Sydin and Opes as they hoisted him up to the dragon hold. Legon clambered inside. He was so thankful that scales didn't show blushing.

      Legon stood in the hold, trying to retain what little dignity he had left. A quick spell dried him and the area.

      Iselin was in her elf form, walking over to him, as were Sydin and Opes. Sasha followed Iselin. Up to this point, no one had noticed her, but people were starting to. The elves grew silent as she passed them. Opes and Sydin turned to look at her.

      "Sasha?" Sydin asked, dumbstruck.

      Sasha wasn't covered in scales that hid a blush, and seeing everyone look at her, she turned red with embarrassment. "Yes, it's me..." she said timidly, a tone in her voice Legon knew all too well. His heart sank; it was the same tone she used to the people in Salmont when she knew they were talking about her.

      Opes approached her with a crystal that would test for magic. She took it without looking him in the eyes, and it lit up immediately.

      He spoke to the hushed room. "Class six in a fully ascended form, Elemental. Only someone in their ascended form can score this high, but you look like an elf now," he said flatly.

      Legon could feel her emotions, her fear. "I'm a freak?" she asked, almost like she was going to cry.

      Opes raised his brows, and the elves in the room looked amazed. Sydin spoke, "Not a freak, a miracle."

      She looked up at him. "How is that? How can you think that?"

      Legon spoke so the whole room could hear him. "Because the White Dragon doesn't make freaks. Think about what he told you; does he think you're a freak?"

      Her head lifted, and she smiled a bit. "He loves me."

      "And so do we," one of the elves in the hold said. Sasha looked around the room as if seeing the elves for the first time and smiled.

      Legon noticed Opes next to him. "Legon?" he said, holding out the crystal. Legon bent his neck and touched the stone. It lit bright green. Opes exclaimed in a loud voice, "Class eight, Biologic!" The sound on the ship was deafening; the dragons in the air roared, and word passed from vessel to vessel. For the first time in two thousand years, the Pawdin Empire had a class eight ascended.
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        * * *

      

      In the capital city of Seeon, Edis sat with his wife Laura, waiting to hear any news they could about their children. They had listened to the broadcast about the battle and then were told by one of the house caretakers that Sasha and Legon were missing. Now they sat waiting for information, a worried-looking Rachel with them.

      A bronze-haired elf came running up to where they sat on their terrace. "Un Prose, Sasha is a class six Elemental, and the Everser Vald is a class eight Biologic!" the elf crowed.

      They were what and what? Edis asked what she was talking about and if his kids had been found.

      The elf apologized. "Yes, please forgive me; they made it to a Carrier. Your son ascended, and that is why we lost contact with them. Your daughter was close by and is now, from what we've been told, an elf and is a class six, but she is still in an elf form!"

      Edis was happy but confused. "Elf form?"

      "Yes, you see, dragons are most powerful only when in their ascended form; but your daughter isn't a dragon. She is just like any other elf woman, but she has the full power of a class six in ascended form!”

      Edis was still confused. "Is she all right?"

      The elf looked a little exasperated. "More than; she is an immortal now and one of the most powerful ones in history at that!"

      It took a moment for what Edis heard to sink in, and then he looked at his wife. "Our kids won’t grow old and die," he said. It was just then he heard the excitement in the city. "What is that? Are people yelling?"

      The elf laughed. "Yes, the whole of the empire is being told!"

      Edis looked out into the streets, seeing people running out of their homes, hugging each other and waving house Evindass banners in the air.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Fallen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        "It isn't until we see the effect on the living that we truly understand the loss of the dead."

        ﹣Excerpts from The Diary of the Adopted Sister

      

      

      

      "Ankle, Tony, John, Seth -- take teams up the gate towers and clear them. We will have supplies and civilians coming in soon, and I don't want any problems. The rest of you on me; we need to check the walls’ defenses to make sure we aren't going to get any surprises. Who knows what the Iumenta left behind," Barnin said to his men. They rose and started on their way. Noris had fallen, but that didn't mean it was taken. Barnin looked to the north and noticed blue and green magic by the cliffs.

      He called Heath over to him. "I thought we were told the north cliffs were clear?"

      Heath's eyes went out of focus. "We haven't gotten word otherwise; but that magic is over the water. It has to be Ascended fighting."

      "Great," Barnin grunted.

      Dragons weren't his problem; what was his problem was losing six men in the fight for the town. Six wasn't a lot of losses for taking a major city, but he also lost Josher on the flight in and wouldn't be getting replacements for some time to come.

      Around him was a city in disarray. Most of the buildings near the town entrance were on fire, along with much of the town’s defenses. When Barnin and his men dropped in, the Elf Dragons started taking out structures that would slow the troops hitting the beach. This, he had to admit, saved a lot of resistance lives but made for a madhouse for the time being. The four teams he'd sent were busy making sure the two towers on either side of the gate weren't booby-trapped.

      "Sir, do you really think there will be traps in there?" a man asked.

      "The Iumenta aren't dumb; they must have figured there was a strong chance of losing Noris. I don't see them leaving it in pristine condition for us," Barnin said.

      As if to enforce his point, there was a loud boom in the distance. They looked to see fire and smoke rise over the town. Barnin looked back at the man. "Step lightly."

      Barnin started down a road that ran the length of the city wall. There wasn't a lot of damage to the wall, but all of the buildings around it were rubble. Barnin could see men and women covered in black ash and grime trying to dig around the wreckage of buildings. He spoke to a man in his group, "Do we know anything about this city? What part of town are we in?"

      The man looked at a map and told him that they were in a light commercial and residential district. So … a bunch of homes and shops, he thought. For being the type of area it was, there was a surprisingly small amount of people; most of the bodies they were passing were men in armor, charred by Dragon fire.

      The area they were in cleared into what looked like a small park, but where children once played, there was a Trebuchet, or what was left of one. Behind it were ordinances that the enemy never got a chance to use, and a smattering of bodies.

      "Check it out! I'd wager not everyone here was killed. Check the buildings, see what you can find, stay in groups. Heath, make sure there is nothing here that can be used," he ordered.

      A few men stayed to help Heath as he made sure that weapons were collected and that the ceramic balls filled with flammable oil were either piled up for teams to collect or destroyed.

      Barnin felt heat as some of the balls were lit on fire; he turned to look at them. Heath and the two others with him were taking the downed men’s weapons and placing them near the fire. Good thinking, Heath; no one will be able to take those while they’re hot, he thought. He knew there were other teams with carts collecting every weapon they could find; not that the resistance was running low, but rather to keep locals from being able to arm themselves and push out the resistance.

      Barnin walked up to an elderly man who was poking around in rubble. "Did you see anyone leave this area that looked like military?" he asked.

      The man looked him over. "No, I was in the shelter along with the bulk of the town when your lot attacked. The shelter is up the street a ways, out of the range of siege weapons."

      Barnin pulled out his copy of a map of Noris and looked around. "I don't know where anything is; can you help me out at all?"

      The man frowned. "You burn our city, kill our people, and you want help? Why should I help you?" he asked angrily.

      Why should he help Barnin? That was an easy question. "We have ships with healers, food, and supplies that need to land. They can't come in and help anyone out until we clear the area. Now, based on what I'm seeing around me, you could use some food and shelter tonight. If you help me out, I'll make sure you're one of the first to get assistance, you and the people living around you."

      The man looked angry, but then looked around at the groups of people picking through rubble. "How can you do that?"

      "I know people, but it’s first come, first served with aid; whatever gets cleared first gets help first, you got me?"

      The man’s head bobbed. "Yeah, I got you. Come on, I'll show you around. Can you help me real quick? I'm trying to find something for my wife," the man asked.

      "Yeah, that's fine," Barnin said, walking over into the ruins of what he presumed was a house. "What are we looking for?"

      "A jewelry box; it's been in the family for years. We don't want to lose it."

      Barnin huffed; he didn't really have time for this. Some of his men followed him over. "Keep looking around; once I find this box, we'll help you out," Barnin said to them.

      The men left, and Barnin began moving beams around, looking for the box. "So how long have you lived here?" Barnin asked, trying to make conversation but not really paying attention.

      The answer came from close by; too close. "Not long," the old man’s voice rang cold. Barnin spun just in time to avoid getting hit in the head by a hammer. He stumbled, falling back; the man yelled and came at him. The man’s head snapped to the side with a crack, and he fell to the ground.

      The sky darkened as Umbra glided down and landed in the street. "This isn't going to be like when refugees come in, Barnin. These people think you're the enemy; they will try to kill you," she was agitated.

      His heart slowed a bit, and he stood. "Guess I forgot; we are the bad guys to these people."

      She eyed him. When she spoke again, her tone was softer. "They have been influenced for years by the Iumenta. It will take our Ascended time to break that cycle of thought."

      He nodded. "What can I do for you?"

      She told him about Legon and then Sasha; his mouth hung open by the time she was done. "We need to go find Arkin and Stacy. No one has been able to contact either; it’s likely they were killed before Legon and Sasha were attacked. We think that maybe Stacy's contact they were going to see was compromised. Legon wanted you to go because you knew Arkin."

      Arkin hurt? Barnin didn't buy it; wouldn't buy it. He yelled to Heath, "Heath, get everyone up here on the double. We are going on a trip." Then back to Umbra, "How do we get there?"

      "The two other Ascended you came in on will take you, as will I. Legon and Sasha were attacked by Ascended, so we don't know what's in the area," she informed him.
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        * * *

      

      Umbra scanned the area with her mind and senses. She couldn't detect anything amiss, but that didn't mean there wasn't anything wrong. The load of Humans on her back was lighter than before; she didn't know most of them very well, just Barnin and Heath. She felt bad for the death of Josher. It wasn't her fault, but she still felt guilty. Had she not been engaged in a fight with that other Ascended, he would have lived -- she could have saved him. That was neither here nor there, she told herself. What was done was just that; done.

      Over the beach of Noris, she soared, rising above the open water as she went. Her group was joined by a brown Dragon from House Evindass, who was to find and extract Emma and Mage.

      The clifftops were still socked in with dense clouds, and she resigned herself to having to stick close to the ground. The cliffs passed below her, and she flew over a charred patch of trees with two figures and three familiars.

      "Shouldn't we go down and make sure they're all right?" Barnin asked worriedly.

      "Legon healed them both, and that brown is going to pick them up. Our mission is to find Arkin, Stacy, and if possible their contact, to find out what went wrong," she explained. She could understand his desire to go and help Emma; after all, they had been childhood friends.

      They passed over a monastery at the top of the cliffs, and she landed, dropping off Barnin and his men. "Look around; I will stay connected to you if you need anything."

      She took off again and started circling around the cliff tops. The other two Dragons were doing the same but weren't finding much. Other than a few townspeople running from Noris, everything looked clear. But then she smelled something. It was blood, and a lot of it. Umbra turned, following the scent. She was still having a hard time with the fog, so she was close to the ground when she saw it. On the ground was a group of Humans, bodies littered everywhere. She landed, instructing Barnin where to find her. Scattered around were several men in black. They seemed to be grouped around a badly injured brunette girl who fit the description of Stacy. Her chest was barely moving. Umbra looked further and found the form of another person on the ground. He was blonde with long hair; not as torn up as Stacy, but obviously dead. Arkin's body did not look peaceful; his face was a mask of sorrow. That's an odd look, Umbra thought.

      Umbra could hear Barnin and his men running to where she was. She turned her attention to the girl on the ground, sending energy into her body, keeping her alive.

      "What did you find?" Barnin yelled when he was in earshot.

      "Arkin is dead. Stacy is in bad shape; I need to take care of her," Umbra said, focusing on Stacy.

      Barnin stopped mid-run. "Arkin is what?" he said, his voice holding none of its usual bravado. He didn't wait for her to answer but ran to the form of Arkin on the ground. He swore and threw his helmet.

      "I'm so sorry. I know that he was a mentor to you," Umbra attempted to sound consoling.

      Barnin stood, breathing heavily, taking a few moments to gather himself. "Thank you, Umbra. I know that you should call this in, but would it be all right if you just -- I don't know -- made it so I could tell Legon myself?"

      She agreed and opened her mind to Barnin and the Carrier where Legon was.
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        * * *

      

      Legon was back in his Elvin form. Transforming back wasn't as difficult as he had thought it would be. Iselin was with Sasha in her quarters, doing some tests on Sasha's powers. There was a buzz in his head telling him there was a report for him. He broadened the connection, surprised to feel Barnin's presence.

      "What is it?" Legon asked, worried at the turmoil of Barnin's emotions.

      "It’s Arkin," Barnin was angry and sad. "He’s dead; we found his body. Stacy is here too. She's alive but just barely."

      Legon's blood turned to ice, and a pit formed in his stomach. He'd known this was a possible outcome -- the only way Arkin wouldn't have warned Legon of an attack was if he had been dead. But the concept railed inside Legon. Arkin couldn't be dead. "You're sure?" Legon asked shakily.

      Barnin sounded broken, defeated, all of his unshakable confidence gone. "Yes. He's gone. Looks like they put up one hell of a fight though; there are Dark Warriors all around ... what do you want me to do?"

      Legon spoke without thinking. "Have Umbra bring him to the Carrier; have Stacy brought too."

      "And what do you want me to do?" Barnin asked again.

      Legon's anger flared, not at Barnin but at what had happened. Barnin was not just asking Legon as a friend for direction but also as a leader, as the Head of a Great House. Legon tried not to let anger color his decisions; he needed to be rational, needed to be a leader, needed to be the Head of a Great House.

      "This was a trap meant to kill me, Sasha, and I suppose my wife as well. If Stacy is hurt and Arkin dead, then whoever did this to them is still alive; it would take more than a handful of men to defeat those two. You and your men are to search the area. We have several Ascended around there that will assist in search efforts. If there is a group around, they can't be far."

      "What do you want me to do when I find them?" Barnin asked.

      "Capture them alive if you can. I want answers."

      Barnin swore. "You're going to let them live? How could ..."

      Legon cut him off firmly. "Yes; until I have answers, I will let them live. This was an assassination attempt and one that very nearly worked. We need answers. I am not interested in the brute force that carries out attacks; I am more interested in those who plan them; the ones who are truly responsible for Arkin's death. Don't you worry, my friend; once we have the information that we need, there will be justice. But not before."

      "No, no, you’re right; I'm sorry. I was hotheaded," Barnin sounded more under control. Then softer, "I've seen where these Dark Warriors come from; they are more like animals if you ask me, just following orders. We'll look around and see what we can find, but I'm not going to lie to you. We've heard how these guys are in a fight; we may not be able to take them down alive."

      Legon could feel Barnin's mind, feel the storm inside. He wasn't just upset about Arkin; he was thinking of Josher and the others he had lost that day. Legon spoke, "It's been a bad day, and we've lost a lot of good people. I don't want you to take any more losses; if you find anyone, don't take any needless risks to bring them in. Notify an Ascended if you locate anything; they will be able to handle a group of infantry no matter the size. And don't worry; once we find out what we need, we can take care of the survivors. After all, we can't have them escaping and telling their command what we know, can we?"

      Legon broke the connection with Barnin. His anger faded, replaced by a huge sense of loss. It was like losing Kovos all over again. He righted himself. Iselin's mind was tense, feeling his emotions. He walked into the room where she and Sasha were.

      How did he break the news to them? Legon decided to just spit it out. "Arkin was killed in the attack ... Stacy is badly hurt ... she is being brought here. Barnin is looking for the attackers. Emma and Mage should also be heading back now as well."

      Iselin's blue-green eyes seemed to melt; Sasha's red ones softened. She attempted to speak first. "Ho ... tha ... no," was all that came out.

      Legon walked over to Iselin and took her hand. She squeezed his back, speaking in a hush. "We grew up together. He was older than I am. I looked up to him." She looked into Legon's eyes. "How?"

      “They were attacked, but we will have to wait until Stacy is recovered to find out the particulars.”

      Sasha was looking down at the floor, her emotions a tangle.

      "Sash, I'm sorry; I-I know what he meant to you ..." Legon started.

      "I know you do; he was something to all of us. At least he was with Stacy at the end. They seemed to be very much in love; he would have wanted her to live ... it looks like we have another to care for," she finished.

      That they did too; Stacy was on an ever-growing list of those close to them they had lost people they loved. In that moment, Legon stopped feeling. He was out of emotional energy for the day. He wanted to mourn Arkin – would mourn him – but he couldn't right now.

      "I am going to go send word to our parents … and I suppose his aunt and uncle in Coreum," Legon said.

      "I'll contact Ivy," Iselin said. "I know her from when I was younger; it should come from someone they know. I think Arkin was like a son to them in a way. It's hard to tell since he was always gone ... I'm sorry, I'm rambling," she was shaking her head as she walked out of the room and toward the communications center of the Carrier.

      Legon looked at Sasha, who hadn’t moved. She stood still, looking at the floor; he took a few steps to stand in front of her. Before he could speak, Sasha’s arms wrapped tightly around him, and she sobbed into his neck. "Why, why, why?"

      "I know," he said, reaching into her mind, feeling for pain.

      "NO!" She said angrily, then instantly soft. "Not this; we share this, we hold it together."

      "I'm sorry; you’re right."

      She coughed. "Don't be sorry; you're doing what you always do, protecting me, protecting everybody." She looked into his eyes with a fire he hadn't seen before. "You don't have to hold this mantle alone, not anymore; it's ours together."

      I know, Sash, I know, Legon thought to himself.
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        * * *

      

      Sasha made her way to the deck of the Carrier. Legon would take care of informing their family. For now, she wanted to distract herself by taking care of Stacy. The salty sea breeze blew her hair in every direction as she stepped on deck. She figured with her new eyes, she probably looked like some monster from children's stories. Her senses were that of any Elf now, but unlike other Elves, she saw as an Ascended did – bands of energy weaving in the air as Elves moved around; even the ship was emitting energy. It was beautiful in a way, the ribbons of color, but also disorienting.

      Emma was back and running toward her. Sasha temporarily was distracted from her worries as she gazed at Emma, watching electrical impulses run down her legs and arms as she moved. How was she going to get used to that? Emma bounded into her arms. Upon seeing Sasha's changed appearance, she leaned back.

      "Ooh, I like the eyes," she commented.

      This caught Sasha off guard. "Really? I don't look like a monster?"

      Emma stepped back and looked her up and down. "No; in fact, I think it works for you. I mean, you're an Elf now, right? And you look even better than you did before -- somehow the eyes add to it." Then she added, "Maybe sneak up on me in the dark sometime and see how I react then." Emma smiled and then looked more closely. "But there is more, isn't there?"

      All lightheartedness left. "Arkin is dead," Sasha said, looking down. "Stacy is hurt. She is being brought here."

      Emma huffed out. "I'm sorry, Sasha ... you knew him better than I did. Are you going to be all right?"

      Sasha saw Umbra coming in to land on the deck of the ship. "Yes, I will, but now we need to work," Sasha said, glad for the need to focus on something other than Arkin.

      They made their way to Umbra. A black mist rose from her back, and the still form of Stacy lowered to Sasha and Emma's level. Stacy looked bad; she was stabbed several times and was covered in cuts and other injuries. Sasha examined her and, with her mind, summoned the Ship’s Head of Medicine. Another still figure was almost on the deck now. Sasha turned to see Arkin's body floating.

      Umbra spoke in her mind. "Un Prose, where would you like him to be laid?" she asked, empathy in her tone.

      Sasha walked over to Arkin, tears forming in her eyes. Forgetting about Stacy for a moment, she reached out and took the carpenter in her arms. With her new body, his weight was like that of a child. She couldn't help but think of when he carried her as a child after one of her episodes.

      She looked to Umbra. "Thank you; I will take him from here. Emma, will you please tend to Stacy? I will be with you shortly."

      Sasha made her way below deck. The Elves in the hall parted for her as she passed; they bowed their heads in respect. It wasn't that they knew Arkin; in fact, it was unlikely that more than a handful on the ship knew who he was. They saw Sasha's face and bowed in respect to a man who the Head of House cared for so much; she carried him in her arms. He is worth the respect, she thought.

      She came to the door of her apartment; Sasha's handmaid opened the door, and she walked into her bedroom, laying Arkin on the bed. "His body never touches the ground again," she said with a kind tone and left the room.

      One of Sasha's guards, Cynta, approached her in her Elvin form. "Are you all right, Un Prose?" she asked, her brown eyes warm.

      "I am, thank you, Cynta," Sasha said, walking off, not wanting to talk to anyone.

      She noticed Cynta keeping up with her. "Is there something else?" Sasha asked.

      Cynta was short, but she seemed to stretch herself, making herself as tall as she could. "I am not leaving you, Un Prose," she said, the green flecks in her eyes sparkling.

      "But I'm on the Carrier; I'm perfectly safe here," Sasha was a little put out.

      Cynta looked down, her short black hair falling like a curtain around her face. "Please, Un Prose, had I been with you today, you would not have been injured," she said.

      Sasha softened. "Or Ascended," she said. "I wouldn't have Ascended either."

      "Still, Un Prose, that Un Prosa Legon needed to use such magic to protect himself and you is a shame the house guard must rightfully carry."

      "But you were ordered to ..." and then Sasha remembered, you were ordered to not guard Legon's birth parents, and they were killed. Sasha understood. She'd always assumed that while in the Palace, the house guard following her and Legon was more of a comfort to the general public, but now she rethought that assumption. "Cynta, you can stay with me, but please don't be so formal."

      Cynta smiled, falling in step next to her as Sasha began walking again.
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        * * *

      

      Emma followed the small procession of Elves taking Stacy to the sick bay. Emma wasn't too sure if Stacy was going to make it. Emma knew that the Elves were good at what they did, but Stacy was injured badly; her cream skin looked like chalk.

      The Head Healer, Neenon, placed Stacy on an exam table. Shortly after, Sasha walked into the sick bay with Cynta.

      "How is she?" Sasha asked Neenon.

      "We checked her vitals on deck. Umbra stopped most of her bleeding, but we also checked her to make sure she didn't have any internal bleeding," Neenon said.

      "Did she?" Sasha asked, looking at the girl.

      "It appears that her own wards prevented the vast majority of that. Un Prose, do you feel ill?" Neenon asked.

      Sasha shook her head, frustrated. "Yes, yes, I'm fine. I just see as Ascended do now, and to be honest, going from dull Human senses to that of an Elf in Dragon form is a bit overwhelming and confusing. My apologies. Please don't let me keep you from Stacy."

      Emma was curious. She'd seen through the eyes of Elves before, and it was a bit much, but she had never seen through the eyes of an Ascended. Sasha stepped back next to Emma, who leaned in. "What's it like?"

      Sasha paused and then opened her mind to Emma. She could see everything in the same detail as the other Elves and hear everything in the room, even heartbeats. Almost tasting the air, she felt heat from people’s bodies, but there was so much more. She could see bands of energy undulating around people and objects. She could see impulses running along their bodies. Emma pulled back. "Whoa."

      "Yes, I know. Iselin told me that with time I will stop seeing most of that stuff and just see like an Elf. She said that it's common for Dragons to be overwhelmed at first, but as time passes, you have to focus on seeing things like energy."

      "Really?" Emma asked.

      "No. She's so used to me not being able to read her face, but now that I see like an Elf, I think she was lying to keep me from going out of my mind. Sweet of her, really."

      Neenon interrupted their conversation. "Un Prose, we have looked her over, and she will be fine. She needs rest, but I would like to keep her here for a few days just to make sure."

      "Thank you, Neenon; please let me know if you need anything, and it will be taken care of."

      They made their way out of the sick bay, and Sasha said she was going to go take a nap. Emma continued walking until she found Legon; he was leaving the ship’s communication room, his face slack.

      "Hello, Em; how do you feel?" he asked.

      "I'm fine; you fixed my leg. How are you?"

      "I'm not entirely sure; so much happened today that I'm not feeling much of anything." As he spoke, Emma couldn't help but marvel at the purple flecks in his eyes, more than she had ever seen on anyone, other than..."What is Sasha now?"

      "She is a class six but in an Elf form; it's never been seen before. That’s why her eyes are that solid metallic red. The flecks indicate power, which is why I have so many; I'm a class eight." He seemed to read her shock. "I'm sorry; you weren't there when I was tested. I'm an eight, and Sasha a six. How crazy is that?"

      Crazy. She didn't say it; instead, "That's amazing; have you told your family?"

      "Yes, and I told them about Arkin; Keither and Sara are being told now. I dare say this will not be a good night for anyone."
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        "Life ripples out like the water of a pond; how far the ripples go and what they touch, we truly never know."

        ﹣Diary of the Perfectos Compatioa

      

      

      
      Umbra stood in the front row next to Barnin as Josher’s coffin was lowered into its grave. Only Barnin's unit and a few others were present. She looked around at the collection of dirty men still in their armor. They didn't look sad, just tired. In that moment, Umbra felt for them. This was just a small blip in her life as far as time went. She had walked the land for thousands of years, and unless killed, would continue to do so for thousands more. The men around her were not that way—most were in their twenties, a few even younger. They hadn't lived life; they hadn't loved and been loved, hadn't lived their dreams. Yet many of them wouldn't leave this war alive. And those who did would lose years of their short lives, and worse, this war would be what defined them. Umbra's eyes burned; the boy in the grave was evidence enough of that. He was young, trying to help; he had no wife or children, and in a way, that made it sadder because his was a life unlived.

      The gathered group started to move away from the grave, leaving Barnin, Ankle, and Heath behind. Barnin turned, looking at her. She felt self-conscious; did they hold her responsible for his death? She wouldn't blame them.

      "I'm sorry, I will leave you alone," she said, turning.

      "Why?" Heath asked.

      She was confused. "Don't you blame me for his death?" she asked.

      Ankle answered, "You didn't know him long, but you were as much a friend as any. You have every right to be here, and we don't blame you. How could we? This is war. This is how it is."

      "You have saved our lives several times. That we made it to the town at all was a credit to you. No, we aren't mad at you," Barnin said. And then, more somberly, "How do you live with this for centuries?"

      "What do you mean?" Umbra asked.

      Ankle answered, "We always have the hope that someday, when we pass, we will see our friends and family again; we can live with things like this war because life is short. You can't. If you lose someone, it’s for thousands of years. How do you live with that?"

      She smiled weakly. "And here I was thinking of how awful all this was for you, only having a few decades for life. To answer: time dulls pain. With our connections to those close to us, the pain dulls, and sometimes we almost forget … but it never goes away."
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        * * *

      

      Barnin looked away from the grave and spoke to Umbra. "I think this is bad for everyone. Are you coming to Arkin's funeral?" he asked.

      "No, I was not planning on it. I didn't know him ..." Umbra replied.

      "You should come. I could use the company," Barnin said.

      Barnin walked toward Noris, Umbra next to him. Heath and Ankle were just a bit behind. Heath wasn't going to Arkin's funeral, saying he had had enough death for the day. Barnin looked Umbra up and down, her black hair bouncing with each graceful step she took. She looked out of place in a crushed black velvet dress, a spark of beauty in a sea of dirt and grime.

      Her green eyes bore into him. "What are you thinking about?" she asked.

      He sighed, "You. Here we are, all armor and grit, and you … well," he made a motion that went from her head to her feet, "you're in that."

      To his surprise, she laughed. "In what, a dress? They are just more comfortable. Besides, when I fight, it's in my Ascended form; I have no need of armor and swords. I hope your Samantha doesn't find out you've been ogling other women," she said wryly.

      Now it was his turn to laugh. "I'm not ogling you; I just think you look out of place is all," he sighed again. "Thanks for cheering me up."

      "You take the deaths of your men to heart, don't you?" she asked.

      Barnin searched for how to answer her. "I do. You understand. There's a bond between people when they fight together—it's like we are brothers, you know?" he said. She nodded, and he went on, "I see the families of those who are killed a lot of the time—in Manton, we can go find a widow or a father or mother; we find people to come to events like this; it gives them closure. But out here, who is going to come to Josher’s grave? Who is going to leave flowers? What closure will his mother and father have? Will they have any at all? Do you know what it's like telling a family their loved ones won’t be coming back?"

      He watched Umbra as a myriad of emotions crossed her face. "I was ten; this was before the war, of course, a war that wouldn't happen for decades. We were in the front garden making poppies grow, my sister and I, when a man came to our house asking after my mother and father ..." Her face reddened. "He told us that our brother had been killed. You see, before the war, there were minor conflicts with the Iumenta. … Anyway, he was gone, so I know what it is like to have a house call, if you will. Later, my sister and I fought in the war; she was almost one hundred years older than I, her husband fought as well. They didn't make it. I was the one who told his family and mine of their deaths. So to answer your question: yes, I do know the feeling you are talking about."

      He didn't always remember Umbra's age. While he thought that he had seen a lot in his time, it was nothing compared to the woman next to him. How many times had she delivered news of people being lost? What would it have been like living in Elf cities after the War of Generations? There wasn't an Elf alive at the time who hadn't lost several friends and family members.

      They were at the harbor now. A small ship waited to ferry Barnin, Keither, Sara, and Umbra to the Carrier where Arkin's service was to be held.
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        * * *

      

      Keither stood holding Sara's hand as the ferry pulled alongside one of House Evindass' massive Dragon Carriers. A door on its side opened, a gangplank sliding out for them to walk on. The ship sent was that of sap and sea; it reminded him of his time in Seeon. They walked down a narrow hallway lined with crystal bulbs lighting their way.

      Even after the time he'd spent living in them, Elf structures still felt odd to Keither. The ship that had brought him and Sara to Noris was Human; he felt the waves fully and heard the ship creak and the waves lap against its hull. But now, aboard an Elvin Carrier, there were none of those things. The halls were like that of a Dragon Dome, smooth and refined; there was no sound from the outside world, and he barely felt the sea on the large ship. It was even more so when they entered the ship, as spells made it so one didn't feel the effects of motion sickness. In effect, the slight rocking of the ship seemed to be nullified; it was like being on land.

      The passage they were in spilled into a large cargo hold that was empty at the moment. Sara walked ahead, down the center aisle of rows of padded chairs all facing a podium and altar. Atop the altar sat a coffin that looked to be made of aspen; its cream wood shone with a glossy clear coat, broken only by gold embroidery. Keither sat on one of the soft wooden chairs and resisted the urge to peek in the open casket.

      Barnin sat next to Keither, who’d finally been able to shower and now wore clothes given to him on the ferry. The Ascended Umbra sat on the other side of Barnin. The room filled slowly with Elves and some of the Human command. Keither knew that most in the room did not know Arkin directly but had respect for the work he did.

      Emma walked in and sat next to Sara. "Hello, Sara, Keither—I am so sorry for your loss," she said.

      "Thank you, Em. Is Stacy doing better?" Sara asked.

      Emma nodded. "Still weak and out of it most of the time. She can't come today but should be well enough to attend the ceremony in Coreum."

      Keither had forgotten about that. The event today was a public one. Arkin had performed great services for the Elves with Legon and Sasha; this was their time to honor him. But Arkin's known living family was in Coreum; the Elves would keep Arkin's remains and give them to his family once Coreum was taken.
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        * * *

      

      Emma contented herself with looking forward at the altar. She didn't have a relationship with Arkin. She didn't dislike him, but she wasn't close to him like the others were. For her, today was sad, but not as impactful as it was for others. Arkin was closest to Legon, Sasha, and Iselin; as such, it was they who put the event together. They had grown Arkin's coffin, made the clothes he wore, and with painstaking care used magic to remove any signs of his violent end.

      Emma had been surprised by the Cona Republic. House Paldin had offered to grow caskets for all of their dead and ship them to Manton to be returned to family members; but they insisted on burying their dead in Noris, most likely in the hopes that at the war’s end, Noris would have a monument made. Emma wondered if it was the right thing to do, or if it was the Humans’ way of staying independent, if even only in how they handled their loss.

      Legon, Sasha, and Iselin entered the room. All three dressed in black; the only other color they wore was the white robes of the Head of House. Sasha and Iselin sat in chairs next to the podium. Legon walked to the podium. Emma thought he looked tired, the tiredness of a man who had put in too many hours, and that of a man who knew his work was at the beginning and not near an end.

      "Thank you all for coming today," Legon started. "Today we honor Arkin. He was my teacher, mentor, and friend. He protected my sister and taught me what I needed to protect that which I love.

      "He lived a life of service; he sacrificed everything for what he believed in. I wonder if I could do the same. Arkin was a humble man and would not boast of himself." Legon smirked a bit, "But I am not Arkin; therefore, I can boast about him to my heart’s content. As can my wife Iselin and my sister Sasha; and that is what we intend to do today. We are not going to mourn this great loss, but rather celebrate his life. I would ask all of you who have been touched by Arkin to come and share your stories with us."

      Emma had wondered why Sasha had insisted on the most comfortable of chairs aboard the ship, but now she understood. Legon started with his stories of Arkin, and then Sasha spoke, her tale bringing the room to tears. Iselin's was that of a young man who inspired her. Sydin, Opes, and even many Emma didn't know spoke. Barnin talked of Arkin helping him escape the empire and teaching him what he needed to fight back against injustice. Keither and Sara spoke as well. It was many hours before people stopped sharing; Emma was stunned at what an influence Arkin had been on those in the room. Now, as she observed the gathered people, among whom were some of the most powerful people in Airmelia, she questioned how many in living memory were as influential as Arkin was.

      Legon ended the day with a simple “thank you.” There was no call to arms, no request for volunteers to avenge Arkin’s death; just a thank you. As people left, they filed past the open casket. Emma took her turn, looking down at Salmont's old carpenter. He looks at peace, she thought, his hands folded around a letter Stacy had written in the sick bay. Emma worried for the girl Stacy; she loved Arkin, and he had loved her. Emma decided that she would befriend the girl; after all, they had both lost their loves to the Iumenta.

      As she left, Emma followed Sasha to the sick bay to visit Stacy. The room and its many tables were bathed in honeyed tones, giving it a peaceful and relaxing feel. Emma always noted the distinct lack of odor in Elvin medical facilities.

      Stacy was sitting up in one of the corner beds. Emma could see that she was feeling better; all of her cuts and broken bones had been healed. Now, she was just recovering her strength.

      Legon and Iselin were behind Emma, with Opes and Sydin in tow. The latter spoke to Stacy once everyone was around her bed.

      "Stacy, my name is Sydin; I am the Head of House Evindass' military. I know that you have been through a lot in the last few days, but we need to ask you some questions about when you were attacked."

      Stacy looked weak but nodded. "Wh-what would you like to know?"

      "Everything," Legon said with gentle simplicity.

      Stacy composed herself. "Well, as you know, we were meeting a contact of mine. On our way, we ran into some trouble ... there were seven or eight of them, I think, but I can't be sure." She sucked in ragged breaths, and Emma felt her heart break for the girl. Stacy went on, "We fought, of course; Arkin tried to defend me ... but ... but," her face fell into her hands, and she sobbed. "They killed him, and then I was on my own. I don't remember a lot. It hurt. I had wards protecting vital organs, so it took them a long time before I fell. I thought I was going to die. It hurt so much I wanted to die ... and Arkin …," she choked, "I'm sorry."

      Legon put a hand on her shoulder and squeezed. "Don't be sorry. You were very brave. You don't have to tell us any more right now. Thank you for being there for Arkin," Legon said.

      Stacy looked up at him with fire in her eyes. "They killed him, and I'm going to kill them. Please, please, please, let me help. I know what Arkin was doing
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