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CHAPTER ONE

The Taste of Sand

 

Hugh of Emblin was good at quite a few things, but he wasn’t particularly good at running on sand. Which was unfortunate, because he really needed to be right now. 

“You’re wasting your energy, Hugh. Sense my attacks, don’t merely run wildly.”

The massive sphinx that had spoken stared down at Hugh with irritation. She stood at the bottom of the sand dune Hugh was atop, and still towered over him. Kanderon Crux was at least seventy-five feet from nose to the base of her tail. 

It had been several weeks since he’d formed a warlock pact with Kanderon, and she’d proven a far less patient teacher than Alustin.

Hugh tried to speak, but he couldn’t manage to get words out past his parched mouth and aching lungs. Kanderon narrowed her huge eyes in irritation.

“Again.”

Hugh reached out with his affinity sense, seeking the crystals that Kanderon was forming out of the dune’s sand. There’d be no hint of them on the surface, so he had to find them before Kanderon launched them out of the sand at him again. This might just be training, but Kanderon was far from a gentle teacher.

The biggest differences he’d felt after pacting with the sphinx were his affinity senses. They allowed you to somehow feel whatever you were attuned to. Hugh had thought at first that this should easily allow him to detect the crystals Kanderon was forming out of sand.

Hugh, unfortunately, had never realized that sand seemed to be mostly made up of tiny crystals, so his senses almost entirely overwhelmed him each time he tried.

Hugh carefully tried to filter out the overload of information his senses were bringing him from the sound. Part of the time it felt like he was hearing his affinity senses, and part of the time it felt like he was smelling them. Kanderon and Alustin both claimed that it took time for the human mind to learn to understand an entirely new sense, and that it would be more comprehensible eventually, but right now trying to understand just gave him a splitting headache.

As Hugh tried to sort through what he was sensing, a fist-sized hunk of quartz abruptly hurtled out of the sand and hammered into his stomach. Hugh fell to his knees, feeling like he needed to vomit.

He decided that was probably a smart course of action, and promptly did so.

Kanderon rustled her wings in irritation. They were entirely fashioned— or grown, Hugh wasn’t sure— out of blue crystal, with many chunks hovering in the air unconnected, yet holding formation with the rest. As she moved them, Hugh couldn’t help but think of the world’s largest wind chime.

“I could almost swear you’re getting worse.” Kanderon said.

Hugh winced. He spent a few moments catching his breath, then responded. “I’m trying, Master, I really am. But…”

He paused.

“But what?” Kanderon demanded.

“Do they really need to be watching?” Hugh asked.

He unwillingly glanced over at the next sand dune over, where Alustin sat with his other two apprentices, Sabae and Talia. They had chairs, a table, and an awning giving them shelter from the brutal desert sun. Sure, Alustin was making them do homework, but Hugh would rather be doing homework than dodging chunks of crystal any day of the week.

“A little humiliation makes the lessons sink in faster,” Kanderon said.

Kanderon was at least five centuries old— maybe even older, for all Hugh knew— and her teaching methods were, unfortunately, nearly as out of date.

Hugh sighed and staggered back to his feet.

 

It was another hour before Kanderon finally decided Hugh had suffered enough for the day. She lectured him for a time, then took off in a blast of wind and sand that knocked Hugh off his feet.

Hugh staggered upright and spat sand out of his mouth. He hadn’t managed to dodge a single lump of crystal, and he was bruised, sunburned, thirsty, and all-around miserable. He turned and trudged through the sand back towards the others.

When he arrived, Alustin waved to him cheerfully. “Well done, Hugh! You managed to catch every single one of those crystals. That was your intent, I presume?” The mage was tall and thin, with an unruly head of light brown hair. 

Hugh just glowered at him.

Sabae gave Hugh a sympathetic look. “You look awful. I’d offer to heal you, but…”

“No more trying to heal people until you get some proper training,” Alustin said.

Sabae shrugged. The tall girl had pale hair, dark skin, and thin, branching scars up her hands and one side of her face. They came from one of her affinities gone awry. She had inherited all three of the traditional affinities— wind, water, and lightning— from her family, the powerful Kaen Das of Ras Andis, but she had also inherited her father’s healing affinity, which had wrecked her ability to work magic at a distance. And, as it turned out, lightning wasn’t particularly safe at close range.

Talia snorted as she looked up at her homework. “Clan Castis only heals wounds from battles and accidents. How is training supposed to sink in properly if you don’t live with the consequences?” The short, pale redhead was covered in intricately detailed blue tattoos- spellforms that had been intended to increase the power of her family’s traditional fire affinity. Instead, however, she’d somehow ended up with dream and bone affinities. Up until recently, she’d been unable to control her magic at all.

Before Alustin had chosen them as his apprentices, none of the three had thought they’d had a future as mages. Alustin had changed all of that.

“Can we go back inside out of this heat now?” Talia asked. “It’s miserable.”

“Of course,” Alustin said. “You just need to pack up and carry all of this back inside. And you still have to finish packing for our little expedition— our vessel should be arriving tomorrow.”

Hugh groaned.

 

 

As the group arrived back at Skyhold, Hugh readied himself to deal with the crowds. They hadn’t bothered him quite so much a few weeks ago, but then a few weeks ago no one recognized him when he walked around, except maybe as that inept student who could barely cast a single spell. 

Then, during the final test for the first years, Hugh and his friends had ended up falling down to the sixth level of the labyrinth the test was held in. First years weren’t supposed to leave the highest level— even ending up down on the second level was often fatal for the inexperienced. Somehow, though, they’d actually survived the monsters and traps of the lower levels long enough to be rescued.

Now, unfortunately, everyone seemed to know who Hugh was. What made it worse was that no one outside of his small group of friends knew how they’d survived— Hugh had signed a warlock contract with Kanderon granting him power, as well as letting rescuers track them down through the link.

Since no one knew what had happened, rumors were flying everywhere, each more ridiculous than the last. Quite a few people thought that the whole thing was exaggerated, and that they’d only fallen to the second or third level. Others had come up with stories about one of them finding some ancient and powerful magical weapon from the Ithonian Empire or the like.

The fact that Hugh was now being tutored by Kanderon Crux, Head Librarian and last living founder of Skyhold and its academy, really just served to fuel the rumors even further.

Sabae seemed to ignore the attention entirely, and Talia seemed to accept it as her due.

Hugh hated every moment of it. He couldn’t wait for them to leave on their trip into the depths of the Endless Erg, either. It felt weird wanting to spend weeks in the depths of a deadly expanse of sand, but Hugh would take merciless heat and horrible monsters over crowds paying attention to him any day of the week.

As they entered Skyhold, however, Hugh did see one face that made for a welcoming sight. Godrick was the fourth member of their little group. He was sixteen, just like Hugh and Sabae— Talia would be turning sixteen in a few weeks— but he was already pushing seven feet in height. He had more muscle on him than any three other people Hugh knew. In fact, the only larger human Hugh had ever met was Godrick’s father, Artur Wallbreaker. Godrick shared his father’s dark skin and curly hair, but he lacked the streaks of white running through the older man’s hair.

Godrick waved cheerfully, then strode over and grabbed the poles for the awning from Talia.

“How was trainin, Hugh? Ah meant ta’ watch, but me da insisted on lookin through all a’ mah luggage to make sure ah was packing everythin’ ah needed.” Godrick, happily, was coming on the training expedition with them.

“I’d imagine Hugh’s happy you didn’t make it to watch,” Sabae said.

Godrick winced. “That bad?”

Hugh sighed and nodded.

 

Godrick helped them all carry the awning back to the storeroom Alustin had gotten it from, and then the four of them went to eat dinner at one of the mess halls. Afterwards, Hugh made his way down to the library stacks, where his room was hidden.

Most students lived in the cramped dormitories, unless their masters assigned them better living quarters. Hugh, however, had discovered a hidden room deep in the stacks of the library. It was bigger than the student rooms, and, best of all, had a window overlooking the sandship port and the desert.

Its door was tucked away behind a bookshelf, and Hugh had carefully warded it to make it even harder to find. Unless you were looking for it or were especially perceptive, your attention would most likely drift away from it. And if you somehow did try to open it without Hugh’s permission, well… Hugh was excellent at crafting wards. It would be very painful and undignified.

Hugh carefully stepped over the line of spellforms that composed his ward. He flopped down onto his bed for a few minutes to rest, then got to packing.

He planned on traveling light— which should be easy, given how little he owned. Alustin had gotten him a sturdy leather pack, and his clothing— a few sets of mostly-white school uniforms— only took up the bottom half of the bag.

The first things he packed were the gifts his friends had given him for his birthday. First went the work journal of Sabae’s great-grandmother, a mage who specialized in building storm wards big enough to shield entire cities. Next in went a small, enchanted glass sphere the size of a marble. Godrick had worked together with one of the Academy’s enchanters to create it— the sphere had the ability to absorb the scent of anything it was rubbed on. Hugh mostly used it for his armpits. His other two birthday presents he planned on carrying on his person- a Clan Castis dagger from Talia, and a large, leather-bound blank spellbook from Sabae with a strap meant to go over the shoulder.

Other than that, he packed a few more books and a pair of rope sandals, in case something happened to his boots. He also packed his leather sling and a few slingstones- he hadn’t yet replaced the explosive wardstones that he’d made for the labyrinth trip yet, though he intended to soon. His pack still wasn’t full when he finished packing- Hugh wanted to make sure that he had room to bring back any books he acquired on their trip.

As he packed, Hugh’s hand frequently reached up to touch his chest, where a small stone hung on a leather cord. He still didn’t quite understand what the labyrinth stone was supposed to do, but it had gotten caught up in his contract with Kanderon somehow.

When all was said and done, Hugh went back to his window, watching the goose-sized sand drakes flap around the port. He knew he should get to bed early, but he doubted he could sleep— he was just too excited. Last time he’d been on a sandship he had been on his way to Skyhold for the first time, and he’d been too terrified and anxious to pay much attention.

Despite his excitement, however, he dropped off to sleep almost the instant he got into bed.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

The Moonless Owl

 

There were a lot more permanent structures alongside the docks than Hugh was used to from his visits to Emblin ports— but then, with no tides to worry about, why wouldn’t there be? Emblin’s tides weren’t even that bad, most of the time— twenty feet on an average day, sometimes as high as thirty. Hugh had heard of ports that had tides fifty or sixty feet high.

Though there were no tides in the Endless Erg, all the sheds, warehouses, and other buildings still felt wrong to him.

Hugh met Talia, Sabae, and Godrick at the main balcony above the port early in the morning. The balcony was big enough to support a number of teashops, restaurants, and other businesses. Despite Skyhold mainly being known for the Academy, an entire city— home to tens of thousands— was carved into the sides and interior of the mountain.

They all got tea from one of the shops, then snagged a table overlooking the port, spending their time discussing which of the twenty-odd sandships they would be taking. Hugh was arguing for a particularly large, well-armed vessel when Talia elbowed him in the side.

“Look who it is,” she said.

Hugh and the others turned to see Aedan Dragonslayer, one of the mightiest mages alive, striding through the crowd like it wasn’t even there. Behind him was a tall handsome blond youth that Hugh knew entirely too well— his chief bully over the last year, Rhodes Charax, nephew of the king of Highvale.

Hugh felt his heart speed up. The last time that he’d seen him was in the labyrinth, when Rhodes had started a fight with them that resulted in Hugh and his friends being dumped down into the depths. He swallowed, expecting Rhodes to come over and start something.

As Aedan and Rhodes passed, however, Hugh noticed something- Rhodes looked miserable. The noble was staring at his master’s feet as he walked behind him, not looking around him at all. Hugh doubted Rhodes even knew he was nearby.

No one at Hugh’s table spoke until Rhodes had passed out of sight.

“Ah heard Aedan’s been less than pleased wit’ Rhodes,” Godrick said. “E’ thinks Rhodes was cowardly fer flyin’ away rather than helpin’ the lot of us. He’s making Rhodes’ life a livin’ hell, trainin’ dawn to dusk.”

“He should have stayed and continued his fight with us rather than fleeing,” Talia said.

Sabae sighed. “He wasn’t afraid of us, Talia. He was afraid of whatever lurked in the depths of the labyrinth.”

“Still a coward’s act,” Talia muttered.

Hugh wasn’t so sure. He couldn’t stand Rhodes- the noble had made his first half a year at Skyhold a hell of its own, until Hugh had been chosen by Alustin as a student and he’d met his friends. Still, he thought that Rhodes might not have done so well had he stayed- the demon Bakori had shown up almost immediately after Rhodes had fled.

Hugh shuddered. He didn’t really want to think about Bakori right now, or the fact that he was still lurking somewhere in the depths of Skyhold’s labyrinth.

Thankfully, before that particular conversation went any further, Alustin arrived to take them to their ship.

 

Their sandship wasn’t the big one that Hugh had been arguing for, or the sleek one Sabae had liked. It was, in fact, one that hadn’t even been visible from the balcony.

The Moonless Owl was only about sixty-five feet long, dwarfed by many of the other ships at the port. Hugh had been to Emblin’s fishing ports a few times, and he had seen quite a few vessels this size- but where a seagoing caravel, a vessel close to the size as the Moonless Owl, was narrow and agile, the sandship looked somewhat like a barge.

The Owl was wide, with a broad, flat bottom lacking the ski-like runners of the larger ships. The bottom of the hull, where Hugh could see it, appeared to be polished and treated to run over sand easier. The sides curved up gently to the top of the ship, which was lower-set than Hugh was expecting- there was maybe room for one or two decks inside. It had two triangular sails on its masts, which at least looked familiar to Hugh. Twin sand-rudders descended along the sides of the ship near the back. It also had a statue of an owl as a figurehead.

It looked to be a well maintained ship, but Hugh couldn’t help but feel disappointed. He had been hoping to race along the sands in a sandship like those in the stories, not in… this barge.

Alustin, who didn’t appear to have brought any luggage other than his usual over-stuffed satchel full of books and scrolls, gestured for them to follow.

“This is really our ship?” Hugh asked.

Alustin swiveled to face them. He kept walking at the same speed as he did so- it didn’t seem to matter which way he faced as he walked.

“It really is! And we couldn’t ask for a better one, either- we’ve been waiting as long as we have to leave specifically for the Moonless Owl. I’ve chartered it just for us for this trip- although the crew will still be doing some trading at our stops.”

“Any chance of telling us where those stops are yet?” Sabae asked. Alustin had been closemouthed on that so far, just claiming that they’d play it by ear once they got going. And, true to form, Alustin just grinned and swiveled around to face frontwards once more.

As the five of them strode down the dock, Hugh spotted three figures standing at the top of the ship’s ramp— an old woman in robes, a burly middle-aged man, and a girl who looked around his own age. They all shared the same short stature, dark skin, and wavy dark hair (though the old woman’s hair had turned mostly white), and were immediately recognizable as a family. 

Alustin waved cheerfully to them as they boarded the ramp. 

“These your students?” the old woman demanded. Hugh noticed that she wore immense golden hoop earrings.

“They are indeed, Deila!” Alustin wrapped her in a hug. She sniffed and rolled her eyes, then hugged him back. As he stepped away from her, she pinched his arm, hard.

“You’re still too skinny,” she said.

Alustin winced, then gestured to the students in order as they boarded the ship. “Deila, this is Sabae Kaen Das, Talia of Clan Castis, Godrick, son of Artur Wallbreaker, and Hugh of Emblin. Students, this is Deila of the Moonless Owl, her son, Captain Solon, and…”

Deila nodded at the girl. “This here’s my granddaughter Avah. She was aboard another Radhan ship for mage training when you rode with us before. She just turned fifteen a few weeks ago.”

Hugh tried not to stare. Avah was about his own modest height. Her hair stretched all the way down her back in a braid, far longer than her grandmother or the captain’s. She was dressed similarly to the captain- trousers and a shirt that clung tightly at the neck, wrists, waist, and ankles, but billowed out elsewhere. She lacked the huge earrings of her grandmother.

And she might also be the most beautiful girl Hugh had ever met.

He swallowed, then tried to turn his attention back to the conversation at hand.

Despite Deila’s son Solon being named as captain, it seemed clear to Hugh who was really in charge on the Moonless Owl. When Deila took a breath from lecturing Alustin— apparently she made it quite clear that she wanted no repeats of the gorgon incident, whatever that was— he finally spoke up.

“Welcome to the Moonless Owl. Have you all been on a sandship before?” Everyone nodded their heads except for Talia.

When they looked at her, she shrugged. “My brothers escorted me to Skyhold along the foothills of the mountains.” 

Hugh looked at Talia in surprise, but it made sense after a moment. Clan Castis lived in the northern Skyreach Mountains, the steepest and most brutal mountain range on the continent, and Skyhold was found on the far south of the same mountain range, most of a continent away. The foothills were as difficult as many actual mountain ranges, but they’d be no problem for the clanfolk.

Thinking about how difficult Talia’s trip must have been was a welcome distraction for Hugh, at least.

“We’ve got a few rules,” Captain Solon said. “First of all, if a member of the crew orders you to do something- move out of the way, hold a rope, even jump off the side of the ship- you do so immediately. Second, you do not touch the ship’s wheel for any reason. Third, and most importantly, do not accidentally destroy this ship while practicing magic. I know how you young mages are.”

Hugh felt that last was a little unjustified. Well, maybe not for Talia, but for the others, at least.

“My daughter will show you to your bunks while we get underway,” Captain Solon said.

Hugh gulped.

 

Avah waved for them to follow her, and she led them across the deck, past a number of other sailors that also looked like they could be her family.

“So you’re all mages in training too?” she asked. 

Even her voice was beautiful.

“We are,” Sabae replied. “Are mages common among the Radhan?”

Avah smiled back at them. “Most of the Radhan are mages to one degree or another. Our magic is more focused on speeding and maintaining our ships than on battle, though. My affinities lie in wood and sand— I mostly help smooth out the sand and hull where they touch. What about yours?”

Hugh wondered who exactly the Radhan were for a moment, then realized that Avah had asked them a question, and his mind abruptly went blank. He was still trying to come up with a response when Talia answered.

“You’re awfully forward with telling others your powers,” she said. “That seems a little risky.”

Avah smiled again. “Maybe for a battlemage. For a working mage, though, it’s just good business.”

Talia eyed her suspiciously, then grunted. “My affinities are in dream and bone.”

Avah’s eyes widened a bit at that. Both affinities were rare, and looked on with a little distrust by most. The combination of the two was extremely rare. Talia didn’t, however, mention how her tattoos warped her powers.

“Ah’ve got stone and steel,” volunteered Godrick. Likewise, he didn’t mention his scent affinity.

“Wind, water, and lightning,” offered Sabae, leaving out her personal limitations and her healing affinity.

Hugh started to try and answer, but nothing managed to come out of his mouth. Sabae quickly interjected.

“Hugh’s affinity is for crystal.”

Hugh started to feel affronted at Sabae leaving out his other two affinities that he got from Kanderon— stellar and planar affinities— then remembered that he was supposed to keep those two secret, along with his nature as a warlock and his contract with Kanderon.

He also realized he hadn’t actually managed to successfully talk to Avah yet, and he felt his cheeks redden a bit. He moved so he was walking a bit more behind Godrick.

“Watch your heads,” Avah said, as she ducked into the stairwell down into the ship.

Hugh followed the others down, finding, to his surprise, that the deck was much shorter than he was expecting. He could still walk upright just fine, but Sabae’s head came quite close to the ceiling, and Godrick had to bend down to keep from smacking his. He also had some difficulty navigating his huge sledgehammer through the hallway without hitting anyone.

Talia, of course, had no trouble at all. Hugh often forgot how short she was, given how loud and aggressive she tended to be.

“So Sabae— are you one of the Kaen Das family?” Avah said. “The guardians of Ras Andis?”

Sabae nodded, suddenly a bit more reserved. “Yes.”

“And I’ve heard of your father, of course,” Avah said, smiling at Godrick. 

Hugh felt a tinge of jealousy.

“I imagine you probably all want to get settled in so you can watch the departure,” Avah said. “We finished loading and unloading our trade goods already, so I need to go help prepare for casting off. These two cabins are yours.” She gestured at a pair of side-by side doors. “The ship’s mess, more crew quarters, and the small goods storage are on the next deck, and the bottom deck is dedicated to heavy goods storage. Passengers aren’t allowed on the bottom deck unaccompanied.”

Avah left to head back above decks. 

“Chatty, isn’t she?” Talia said. She didn’t seem impressed.

“Friendly enough, though,” Sabae said.

“Hugh and ah’ll take tha cabin on tha left, then?” Godrick said.

“Sounds fine to me,” Talia said.

Godrick opened the door to their room and gingerly eased his way in. Hugh followed him in.

Their cabin was tiny. It was less than a quarter of the size of Hugh’s room in the library. His bed wouldn’t even fit into this cabin. The only furniture was a narrow set of bunk beds, with a narrow floor space between them and the bulkhead.

“Mind if ah take tha bottom bunk?” Godrick asked. “Worried ah’d break the top one.”

“Sure,” Hugh said, and climbed up to the top bunk. There wasn’t a real ladder, but there were several wooden blocks protruding from the wall that Hugh used to scramble up. The mattress was lumpy and hard, but Hugh had slept on much worse before. He took off his backpack and set it up on the bed- it was that or store it below the bottom bunk, and Godrick’s pack and hammer already took up most of the space down there. Hugh would have to be careful not to trip on the haft when he entered or exited the room.

“Yeh’ve been awful quiet, Hugh,” Godrick said. His legs were poking off the bed into the tiny walkway in their cabin. Hugh was a little amazed he even fit like that. “Seein Rhodes put yeh in a bad mood?”

“A bit, I guess,” Hugh said. “That, and, you know… I’m still not the best at meeting new people.”

“We’ll be on tha Moonless Owl for a while, ah think. Yeh should get ta know tha crew.”

“I guess.” Something occurred to Hugh. “By the way, who are the Radhans?”

“Yeh’ve never heard a’ tha Radhans? Yeh’re on one a’ their ships right now.”

“But who are they?”
“They’re merchants and traders. They all live on their ships as families- all a’ tha crew onboard are probably related. Not just on tha Endless Erg, either- their ships range the oceans and rivers, too. They’re a fairly private bunch, but nice enough. Ah’ve traveled with them before.”

Godrick was silent for a moment.

“Ah wish me da could have seen us off.”

“Why couldn’t he?” Hugh asked. 

“He hates ships,” Godrick replied. “Every time he’s ridden one, it’s turned out badly, so he said goodbye before ah left.”

“I’m sorry,” Hugh said. He wasn’t entirely sure what else to say.

“Eh, don’t worry about it,” Godrick said. “Ah want ta watch tha ship leave tha port, yeh in?”

“Definitely,” Hugh said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

The Endless Erg

 

The sandship Hugh had ridden to Skyhold had been near twice the size of the Moonless Owl, and far, far noisier. You could barely hear people yelling from a few feet away on the deck thanks to the sound of the runners grinding over the sand and the ship itself rattling and shaking.

The Owl, however, lived up to its name. As it pulled out of the port, the only noises to be heard were a whisper as it slid over sand and the sails in the wind that the ship’s mages summoned up. The ship was also far faster than Hugh would have expected.

Hugh and the other apprentices watched the port quickly recede. It was easy to forget how huge Skyhold was when you were inside of it, but the mountain it was carved into was massive even by the impressive standards of the rugged Skyreach range. There were hundreds of balconies, towers, and windows all carved into the sides of the granite peak. 

“At least this breeze helps cool things off a little,” Talia complained. 

“Wait until we get going full speed!” said a passing sailor, carrying rope over her shoulder. “Now that’s a breeze.”

Talia grinned. “That’s more like it.”

The four of them watched Skyhold recede in silence for a few minutes, then the whole ship shuddered. 

“What was that?” Talia asked.

“We’re getting out of the lee of the mountains,” Sabae said. “The terrain is going to get a lot bumpier as we start crossing actual dunes.”

Talia looked around uncomfortably at the gently rolling sand. “These aren’t actual dunes?”

“In the depths of the Erg, many dunes can grow to a couple hundred feet in height,” Sabae said.

Talia’s face paled a little bit.

“We’ll be avoiding dunes that big, right?”

“No idea,” Sabae said.

Talia turned to Hugh, but he just shrugged. He’d only taken the one trip in a sandship before.

Alustin walked up just as Talia asked Godrick.

“We’ll likely be going through many of the larger dune fields,” he said. “Our first destination is Theras Tel, the fabled jewel of the Endless Erg.”

Hugh and the others looked at each other in excitement. Theras Tel was the stuff of stories. It was a city built atop a plateau deep in the heart of the Endless Erg. Its wells were the only reliable source of water for nearly a hundred leagues in any direction. Theras Tel had grown immensely wealthy under two centuries of stable rules by its dragon queen.

“Don’t get too excited,” Alustin said. “We’re still a week of travel away, and we’ve got a lot of dunes to cross first. And a lot of training to do.”

Their excitement fell a bit at that. Alustin, surprisingly enough, had the same training exercise for all of them- a simple levitation exercise. 

Considering that it was Alustin, however, it was far from simple. It turned out that levitating an object while both you and the object were in motion was extremely difficult- the spellforms used in simple levitation cantrips weren’t designed to handle moving frames of reference. Alustin, of course, wouldn’t simply give them a new spell- instead, he put a twist on each of their exercises.

Sabae was forced to not use an actual levitation spell at all- instead, she was forced to hold up a metal sphere using her wind armor, which consisted of her channeling her mana to rapidly rotate wind about her limbs. In order to keep the metal sphere from being sent flying, she had to apply equal force to each side, as well as force the wind to rotate in different directions around each hand.

Godrick’s exercise was somewhat more straightforward- he merely had to suspend a stone sphere in front of him. Unfortunately, the spellform Alustin provided him with could only be used to manually adjust for the movement of the ship, forcing him to concentrate without a break the whole exercise.

Talia’s exercise, unsurprisingly, was more potentially destructive than the rest of the group’s- she was required to suspend a sphere of dreamfire in front of her while sitting in the wind of the prow.

Hugh should have been at an advantage to everyone else for this exercise. He was training in improvised spellform construction- given a few minutes, he could easily design a spellform appropriate for the task. Alustin, knowing this, had added an extra twist to the exercise. He had to levitate his lump of crystal with his eyes closed, using only his new and unreliable affinity sense to observe the crystal.

Hugh should have known this expedition wouldn’t be anything like a vacation.

 

Within an hour, Hugh had learned two very important lessons- affinity sensing was extremely difficult even when Kanderon wasn’t pelting him with chunks of crystal, and Talia was extremely prone to… seasickness? Sand sickness? Once the sail was patched where the dreamfire had accidentally gone through it, Alustin asked a sailor, who claimed seasickness was the correct term, though another insisted ergsickness was right.

Hugh, Sabae, and Godrick all wandered below decks to the ship’s mess after Alustin let them out of training. Talia was still attached to the ship’s railing, trying to void her already empty stomach further, and angrily rejecting any offers of company. It seemed she preferred to suffer alone.

Unfortunately for Talia, they hadn’t even reached any of the major dune fields yet.

The ship’s mess was cramped, noisy, and overwhelming. Hugh wedged himself into a bench in the corner of the room, with Sabae on one side of him and Godrick across from him. Only ten or so of the crew were in here— he’d heard there were around thirty crewmembers total— but it was much worse than the huge cafeterias of Skyhold, since all the crew seemed inordinately interested in the three of them.

It didn’t help that jars and bags of exotic spices and other fragrant ingredients hung everywhere. The galley didn’t smell bad, just entirely overwhelming. It was probably for the best that Talia had stayed above decks.

The burly, wrinkled old cook wandered over to them, and dropped three bowls of some unidentified meat with vegetables in a thick sauce. Hugh was fairly sure it smelled good, but it was hard to tell over the smell of the rest of the mess.

Hugh suspiciously tried a bite, and found to his surprise that it tasted far better than anything he’d been served in Skyhold.

“This is good!” Hugh said.

Godrick nodded, not taking time away from eating to actually answer. Sabae, however, was just picking at her food idly.

“Don’t you like it?” Hugh asked.

Sabae didn’t respond for a moment.

“Sabae?”

“Isn’t it weird that Alustin would keep our destination a secret so carefully, then just tell us the instant we left Skyhold?” Sabae looked at the two of them seriously.

“Alustin just likes surprises,” Hugh said. “What is this stuff called, by the way?”

Godrick nodded at that, taking another bite from his bowl.

“It’s a curry,” Sabae said, idly stirring it in her bowl. “If he was waiting to surprise us, you’d think he’d do it in a more ridiculous fashion, wouldn’t you? Waiting until we actually arrived at Theras Tel would have been much more his style.”

“I’m sure the crew would have leaked the information before we got there,” Hugh said. Godrick nodded again, taking yet another bite. His bowl was already almost empty.

“Maybe,” Sabae said. “Or, maybe, he didn’t want anyone at Skyhold knowing where we were going?”

Godrick swallowed, then spoke up. “Why not?”

Sabae tapped her spoon against her bowl.

“When he first told us about this trip, he claimed we were going to find…” she looked around and lowered her voice, “a contract partner for Hugh.”

Hugh glanced around suspiciously, hoping no-one had overheard that. Warlocks weren’t well-liked in most places- people tended to assume they all had signed contracts with demons. Which, in fairness, Hugh had been offered the chance to do so, but he’d thankfully chosen not to.

“But then, even once Hugh signed with Kanderon,” Sabae went on, “he still kept planning the trip as though nothing had changed. I think…” she leaned closer to them, “that Alustin is on a mission for Kanderon.”

Hugh raised his eyebrows in surprise, but it actually made a lot of sense. Alustin was a Librarian Errant, one of the battlemages employed by Kanderon to retrieve rare volumes for the library, as well as very aggressively reclaiming overdue books.

“That’s one rare book, if Alustin wants to keep things secret,” Godrick said. “Ah wonder what it could be. Some ancient grimoire?” 

Sabae just smiled and took a bite of her food.

 

Godrick went through three more bowls before he was full, much to the amusement of the elderly cook. Afterward, the three of them headed back above-decks to check on Talia, and bring her a bowl.

They found her miserably curled up in the prow of the ship, sheltered from the wind and blowing sand by the solid railing.

“I’m dying!” Talia loudly claimed when they walked up to her. “Make sure to burn my corpse once I’m dead.”

“You’re not dying, just seasick,” Sabae said. “And why would we burn your body?”

“Everyone in Clan Castis is cremated after their death,” Talia said.

It made sense to Hugh- Clan Castis was largely made up of fire mages, after all.

“We brought yeh some food,” Godrick said, offering Talia the bowl. She eyed it suspiciously, then took it from him. She took a first, cautious bite, then her eyes lit up.

“It’s good!” She started shoveling the food into her mouth.

“Make sure to eat all of it. A full stomach might help,” Sabae offered.

They told Talia of their suspicions about Alustin’s mission while she ate. She listened with a serious expression, then set down her half full bowl after they finished, turned, and vomited over the side of the railing. Sabae jumped up to hold back Talia’s long red hair as she did so.

When she finally sat back down again, she shoved the bowl back towards Godrick. “Full stomach does not help.” She curled back up in the prow.

“Some folk’s stomachs just aren’t tough enough to handle ship life,” someone said. 

Hugh jumped a little in surprise, then scooted back against the railing as he looked back. Avah had somehow managed to sneak up on them without anyone noticing. 

“I’ll show you tough,” Talia growled, but it was less than convincing.

“Hey, Avah,” Sabae said.

“Avah,” Godrick said, nodding at her.

Hugh managed to nod at Avah.

“We should try and get her below decks,” Avah said. “The ship’s movement isn’t quite so bad there. We shouldn’t worry about food so much as water, though— you should try and drink some if you can, Talia.”

Talia tried to stand up, but she promptly slid back down onto the deck. “Nope.”

Avah gave her a doubtful look, and opened her mouth to say something, when a shout came from atop the mainmast. “Sunlings ahead!”

Avah smiled in delight, and leaned out over the railing. Hugh and the others quickly followed suit. Ahead of them and off to the right side of the ship— Hugh couldn’t remember what it was supposed to be called— a flock of strange creatures flew a few feet above the sand.

The sunlings were each around two feet long and a foot across, and they resembled nothing so much as leathery leaves flapping along like wings. Their backs were scattered with curious black scales that seemed to drink in the light.

Talia managed to drag herself up to the railing to look as well. “That doesn’t tell us what they are,” she muttered.

“They’re all over the Erg,” Avah explained. “They fly around and drink sunlight all day, then rest on the sand at night.”

“They’re the foundation of the Erg’s ecosystem,” another voice added. Hugh whipped his head around to see that Alustin had joined them as well.

“Sir?” Godrick said.

“Most animals that live in the Endless Erg either prey on the sunlings or prey on the things that prey on them.”

“There are plants and such at some of the oases,” Avah said.

“They’re still all connected, though,” Alustin said. “What I’m trying to get at is that even in a harsh environment like this, life can find a way to thrive- so long as it has the means to do so. A food source is one of the most critical. The sunlings don’t just derive nourishment from sunlight, they also get it from the Aether, as well— one of the only known species to do that directly. No matter where you go, you’ll find something on the bottom of the food chain, and it will always be the most common lifeform around.”

Alustin paused, then Hugh realized he was waiting for one of them to ask a question. Hugh cleared his throat, making sure not to look at Avah.

“If that’s true, then what was at the bottom of the food chain in the labyrinth?” Hugh managed.

Alustin smiled broadly. “Excellent question!” Before he could speak, someone interrupted him.

“There’s something above us! To arms!”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

On the Nature of Crystals

 

The crew frantically scrambled about the sandship, pulling crossbows out of hidden compartments that Hugh never would have noticed otherwise. Large hatches were opened up in the front and back of the deck, revealing two ballistae, each capable of firing their bolts almost straight upwards.

It hadn’t been more than a minute since the lookout had raised the alarm, and Hugh still hadn’t managed to see what the threat from above was, or even where it was. The sun’s glare was…

No, there it was. A massive shadow was winging towards them from the east, high above them. Hugh couldn’t make out its shape, but its wings… 

Its wings were reflecting blue in the sunlight.

Hugh grabbed Alustin by the arm and pointed. “It’s Kanderon!”

Alustin shaded his eyes with his hand and looked. “So it is.” He took a deep breath, then bellowed, “Stand down, it’s a friend!” Hugh had never heard Alustin yell before, and he was shocked at how loud his teacher could get.

The crew slowed down and looked at Alustin uncertainly. “Put away those weapons!” Alustin yelled again.

“Belay that!” another voice bellowed. Hugh looked to see Captain Solon storming up to them. “Alustin, I don’t care what favors you’ve done for us in the past, you do not give orders on my ship, not when we have an unknown threat winging towards us.”

Alustin stared at the captain calmly. “Hugh here has better eyes than your lookout.” Hugh flushed uncomfortably at that and shifted behind Alustin a little. “That ‘unknown threat’ is Kanderon Crux, Head Librarian of the Academy at Skyhold. She also happens to be a multi-century-old sphinx archmage bigger than this entire ship, who can shrug off your ballista bolts like they were nothing. I strongly suggest you follow my advice.”

Captain Solon paled, then he whirled and started bellowing orders to the crew. Almost as fast as the crossbows and ballistae had appeared they vanished again. The crew began putting away the sails, or whatever they called rolling them up, and the Owl began slowly grinding to a halt in the sand.

Hugh looked around to see everyone in the prow except Talia staring at him. She was staring at the ballistae.

“How could yeh make out any details this far away?” Godrick asked. “Does it have anythin’ ta do with, yeh know…” 

Sabae interrupted Godrick, shooting him a glare. “How did you make out any details, Hugh?”

“I saw blue glinting off her wings,” Hugh said.

“That’s your proof?” Avah said. “There are plenty of dragons out there with blue wings, that doesn’t prove anything.” 

Hugh flushed and looked down at the deck.

“No one has wings like Kanderon,” Sabae said. 

“We shouldn’t…” Avah started, when Talia interrupted.

“It seems awfully convenient that you have ballistae that can fire upwards,” she said.

“Most of the predators of the Endless Erg fly,” Alustin said.

“Hold on a minute,” Avah said.

“It’s the most sensible way to get around in a desert like this- moving around on foot is a good way to exhaust yourself in this sand,” Alustin said.

“I…” Avah started again.

“Ah thought predators in tha Erg swam under the sand,” Godrick said.

The ship finished coming to a full stop. Talia sighed in relief.

“Some, not many,” Alustin said. “It’s an even more exhausting way to get around than walking, so most of the burrowers are ambush predators.”

“We can’t risk the ship on the word of some random kid!” Avah said.

Hugh flushed. He was older than she was.

Talia looked like she was ready to fight Avah, but Alustin interrupted.

“That’s Kanderon, alright.”

Kanderon’s immense crystal wings barely seemed to move as she descended into a landing several ship lengths away. She barely stirred up any sand as she landed.

Hugh, without looking at Avah, vaulted over the edge of the ship.

 

 

As Hugh fell, he started crafting a levitation spellform in his mind’s eye. He started with the spellform foundation, followed by definitive and aiming lines. He also added some compensatory lines to deal with the unstable footing provided by the sand.

When Hugh had first started learning spellform crafting, this would have taken him most of a minute, but the levitation spell kicked in long before he reached the ground- almost as fast as the average mage his age could use a simple memorized spellform. 

Hugh couldn’t craft just any spell this quickly- levitation cantrips were something of a specialty of Hugh’s at this point. This one kicked in immediately upon completion, lowering Hugh to the ground slowly. If he’d had a wind or gravity affinity, he might have been able to make himself fly, but none of his affinities were any use there.

That actually brought up an interesting question- Kanderon’s crystal wings looked far, far too heavy to carry her in flight, and he knew sphinxes weren’t usually supposed to have crystal wings.

Hugh heard Avah shout something after him just before he hit the ground, but he quickly strode off towards Kanderon, face still burning in embarrassment at being dismissed as just a kid by her.

Kanderon watched him approach, eyebrow raised.

“You seem somewhat less hesitant than usual, Hugh. You usually take your time about approaching. I approve. Let’s begin, then.”

Hugh suddenly felt a lot less determined as a patch of sand nearby solidified into crystal and launched itself at him.

 

Talia’s stomach felt better now that they had stopped, but she definitely didn’t feel like eating again just yet. The heat and sand, however, were still as awful as ever. She missed the cool air and stone of the halls of Skyhold, or the mountain breezes of Clan Castis’ territory.

The crew of the Moonless Owl pretended to be busy, but most were obviously watching Hugh train with Kanderon. Well, watching Kanderon, at least— not that Talia blamed them. She’d been to quite a few training sessions with Hugh, and still found the sphinx intimidating. The only comparably sized creatures Talia had ever personally seen were dragons, and even then from quite a distance.

Hugh was doing terribly, as usual. Talia was fairly sure that he was somehow managing to sabotage himself again— that boy was his own worst enemy. She didn’t understand him— one minute, he could be displaying his genius with wards or his quick reactions to danger, the next he would withdraw straight back into himself.

He’d improved a lot since Talia had first met him, but he still had a long way to go. He still regularly went days without talking to anyone but his small group of friends and teachers.

Talia would very much like to meet the family that had treated Hugh so badly as to make him like this. She doubted they would enjoy it nearly so much.

She spared a glare for Avah. Avah was sitting near Godrick, trying to flirt with him as he focused on his training. Hugh shouldn’t have simply taken Avah’s insult quietly, he should have confronted her directly. Maybe Emblin was one of those foolish nations that believed men shouldn’t fight women? It might be, at that, given how little magic it had to level the field.

Well, if Hugh did think like that, she’d have to beat it out of him.

“Talia, back to work,” Alustin said. 

Talia snorted, but she obeyed the librarian. She focused back on the paper construction in front of her. It looked like a labyrinth in three directions, and Talia was supposed to be guiding a spark of dreamfire through it without burning any of the paper. It was supposed to teach her delicacy and fine control with her magic.

She didn’t much see the value of either. Dreamfire was far harder to summon and control than real fire would have been, but it was also far more destructive. 

Why pick a lock when you can just burn down the whole building?

 

Hugh collapsed on the ground, exhausted and sore. He’d only managed to dodge a single chunk of crystal, and that was purely by accident on his part— he’d just tripped.

The headache wasn’t as bad as it had been during yesterday’s training session, but his affinity senses were still a jumble of incomprehensible noise firing on all channels. They were maybe a little more focused than yesterday, but not enough to save him from the chunks of crystal.

The problem was that he just couldn’t tell the difference between the crystals and the sand around it until they got into the air. Even though the crystals were larger and… purer feeling than the sand, it still didn’t seem to make a difference.

Hugh was starting to become convinced that growing up in Emblin had messed up his affinity senses as well, just like it had messed up his ability to cast spells at first. 

It didn’t help that Avah and the rest of the crew of the Moonless Owl were doubtless having a good laugh watching him fail again and again.

“Get up, Hugh. We’re not done yet,” Kanderon said. The immense sphinx loomed over him.

“What’s the point?” Hugh said. “I can’t tell the difference between the sand and the crystal. It’s like they’re the same thing to my senses. Maybe I’m just not cut out for a crystal affinity.”

The sphinx narrowed her eyes at Hugh.

“So are you planning on giving up, Hugh?”

Hugh started to say yes, then he slowly shut his mouth. If he’d possessed actual affinities when he’d entered the labyrinth below Skyhold, maybe his friends wouldn’t have gotten hurt as badly as they did. Next time they got in a dangerous situation, Hugh wanted to be able to help them.

Hugh shook his head.

Kanderon smiled broadly. Given the size of her fangs, this made Hugh a bit nervous.

“It’s about time you realized the problem,” Kanderon said.

“The problem?” Hugh said.

“Why you’ve been unable to sense the crystals. You are, in fact, correct- they’re essentially the same as the sand around them. Most of the sand in this desert is made up of grains of quartz- when I consolidate them into crystals, I’m merely growing them from the quartz sand grains and excluding any other types of grains.”

That explained why the crystals felt a little purer, though that still didn’t help Hugh catch them.

“So how am I supposed to detect them, if they’re made of the exact same material?” Hugh said. “Am I supposed to be able to reliably detect the purity of the crystal?”

“That would be a waste of your time,” Kanderon said. “Most crystals you’ll be making or running across won’t be nearly as pure as mine. No, instead it’s time to explain something much more important to you: what a crystal actually is.”

Hugh glanced at one of the crystals lying on the sand near him. Crystals were… shiny rocks? Shinier, more regularly shaped rocks? Somehow, that didn’t seem right.

“Crystals are patterns, Hugh.” Kanderon said.

“Patterns?” Hugh said, rubbing the back of his neck. 

“Patterns. The internal structure of every crystal is made up of countless repeated patterns that mimic the crystal on a larger level, which then, in turn, repeat on yet smaller levels.”

“I don’t see any patterns in them,” Hugh said. “It just looks clear to me.”

Kanderon snorted irritably. “The very patterns and order of quartz are what lets the light travel through the crystal.”

“I feel like this should have been something you explained to me from the beginning,” Hugh said.

“Failure is an important part of the learning process. You humans seldom value knowledge until you understand its necessity.”

Hugh wasn’t entirely sure how to respond to that.

“Most affinity senses merely show you the shape and composition of the substance in question. For crystal attuned, this isn’t enough- you must learn to see the patterns that crystals are made of. The patterns are everything- they are how crystals grow. Crystals grow quite slowly naturally, but once you learn to perceive the patterns, you’ll be able to funnel mana into them, growing them further yourself.”

“That’s how you’re growing the crystals out of the sand?” Hugh said.

“That’s one of the simpler applications, yes. The quartz grains making up most of the Endless Erg’s sand already contain the pattern in them, they merely need to be fused.”

Kanderon reached her paw out into midair, where it seemed to simply vanish. Hugh tried to look at the spot where it vanished, but space seemed twisted there, and he quickly looked away. 

“When we first spoke, you asked me if crystal affinities were to stone affinities as steel affinities were to iron affinities- a case of a more specific affinity being more powerful but less versatile. It’s not the same relationship, though. Stone is not a single substance- it’s merely a name for the byproducts of our world’s lifecycle. There are stones made of cooled magma, stones made of compressed seashells, stone made of plants compressed over time, and many more. One thing the vast majority of them have in common? They almost all contain crystal, whether tiny grains or larger patterns. Minerals are inherently crystalline.”

Kanderon shoved her front paw even deeper into the twisted space.

“Almost all stones?” Hugh said. “There are some that don’t?”

“Obsidian doesn’t, nor does any other glass. Amber, opal, pearl, jet, and a few others lack crystalline structures as well. Each for their own reasons- I’ll provide you with a list to memorize. For now, just be cautious about going up against any glass mages.”

Hugh didn’t need to hear that advice twice. Glass mages had an absolutely terrifying reputation to begin with.

“There are also many crystals found outside of stone, as well. Ice, for instance, is a crystal. You can often find crystals in living beings— the shells of clams are crystalline.”

Kanderon scrunched up her face as she reached even farther into the empty patch of space.

“Ah, here we are.”

Kanderon withdrew her paw from the twisted patch of space, which quickly faded away. Between two of her claws she clutched a crystal the size of Hugh’s fist. 

“Hold out your hands, please,” Kanderon said.

Hugh did so.

Kanderon gently moved the crystal between Hugh’s wrists, then let go of it. It floated there unsupported for a moment.

“Close your eyes and reach out to the crystal with your affinity sense,” Kanderon said.

Hugh obeyed again, and found that the crystal didn’t resemble the quartz of the desert at all. It was far, far more complex, yet still felt symmetrical. 

“It seems familiar,” he said.

“Reach out with your senses to my wings,” Kanderon said.

Hugh had tried that before, but always found his senses blocked. This time, however, he was able to perceive Kanderon’s crystal wings with only a little resistance. 

They were composed of the same kind of crystal, but somehow… altered. Differently symmetrical, a little more… deliberate seeming? Hugh thought he might actually be sensing the patterns Kanderon had been talking about. 

“What kind of crystal is this?” Hugh asked, not opening his eyes.

Abruptly, something forced his senses away from Kanderon’s wings. At the same time, he felt something cold on his wrists. His eyes snapped open to see that the crystal floating between them had grown massively in size, until it encompassed both wrists.

He started to struggle to free his hands, but Kanderon spoke up. “Hold still, Hugh. You’re not in danger; I’m the one shaping the crystal.”

The crystal slowly expanded until it completely sheathed both wrists. Then, as Hugh watched nervously, it began to thin, narrowing into a thinner and thinner spindle of crystal, until it seemed to flow apart completely into the two thick bands of clear crystal around his wrists.

“There,” Kanderon said, “All done.”

Abruptly, the bands on Hugh’s hands seemed to increase in weight tenfold, and they pulled Hugh down face first into the sand. 

Hugh slowly hauled himself upright. He could lift his arms, but it took some effort to do so. Keeping this up for long would leave his arms feeling like jelly.

“To answer your earlier question, they’re Aether crystals. Mana made solid. Enchanters often use them in more advanced projects, but they’re uniquely helpful to crystal attuned mages.”

Kanderon reached out and gently tapped a claw against one of Hugh’s bracers. Hugh barely felt the impact, which was impressive, given that Kanderon’s paw was bigger than he was, but the crystal rang out clearly in response.

“These bracelets are going to keep growing in weight and size until you master them. Not quickly- perhaps a pound a day, depending on the density of the Aether near you, but steadily.”

“Why…” Hugh started.

“Consider it an important part of your training. My duties are many, Hugh, and I cannot be flying out into the desert every day to train you further. Alustin is quite capable of helping you with much of what you need, and these will provide the rest. You’re going to have to practice continually at holding up the weight of the bracelets using your attunement. A simple levitation spell won’t do, either- the patterns inside the crystal will interfere with your spellform. You’ll have to use your affinity senses and adapt spellforms specifically for the crystal.”

“How long do I need to wear these? When will I be able to take them off?” Hugh asked.

“Take them off? You won’t be taking them off, Hugh. They will eventually become your greatest tool as a mage. As you further attune your crystal affinity, these bracelets will further attune to you. You’ll be able to shape them, manipulate them, and use them for many other purposes. There aren’t many crystal attuned mages out there, but each has found unique uses for their aether crystals. My wings and the Index are both comprised of aether crystals. Others have fashioned theirs into swords, crowns, and more. This crystal will gain something of a life of its own as it grows with you.”

The idea of a sword made of living crystal bonded with him rather appealed to Hugh. He conveniently ignored his complete lack of training with swords.

“Your warlock abilities will likely enhance your connection with your crystal even further over time, though it’s hard to say for sure how much, or whether you’ll be able to pact with it.”

“You keep referring to these bracelets as a single crystal— why is that?” Hugh said.

“Because they are a single crystal. Each aether crystal is unique in its underlying pattern. That pattern is what defines the crystal as a single unit, not whether it happens to connect or not. They’re incredibly rare, and largely found only in the depths of labyrinths and other places of highly dense aether.”

Hugh looked at his new bracelets with a little more respect. 

“Eventually, you’ll need to fully attune them to yourself. Doing so requires you to channel an absolutely immense amount of mana through them- more than you can count on anywhere but in the densest Aether fields— as in the lower levels of Skyhold’s Labyrinth. Since it is too dangerous for you to return down there so long as Bakori lurks there, we’ll likely have to send you down into another labyrinth. The gorgons are usually more approachable.”

Hugh winced at the mention of Bakori. He didn’t want to think about the demon. He was still cautious to never sleep without wards protecting his dreams.

“The spell you channel through the crystal while fully attuning them will alter their pattern irrevocably, determining what its strengths and uses will be. The crystals will allow you to funnel far more mana than usual during the process— attuning aether crystals often result in spells that become the best known act of a crystal mage’s career. The attunement will also determine its final color. Don’t get your hopes up too far on that one- no one’s quite figured out how the choice of spell relates to the final color of the crystal. In addition, the crystals gain other properties based off your other attunements— for instance, a crystal mage that also has a fire attunement might be able to use them to amplify the heat of their fire spells. Yours will almost certainly possess most of the same properties as mine.”

Kanderon ruffled her wings. The crystals sounded like a river made of wind chimes as they brushed against one another.

“I have some questions about…” Hugh began.

“Questions will have to wait. We have more training to do. This time, try to focus on feeling the patterns inside the crystals, rather than on trying to find the crystals themselves.”

Hugh stared at her, then at the crystals on his wrists.

“But…”

A crystal launched itself out of the sand, slamming against his thigh with a bruising impact. 

“Begin.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

Shipboard Routines

 

Hugh actually managed to dodge a couple crystals this time around, and he came close to dodging a few more. He also managed to, memorably, block one using one of his new bracelets.

Depressingly enough, Kanderon wasn’t even paying much attention to him— she spent most of the time talking to Alustin.

 Before she left, Kanderon had given him a thin volume containing a few spellforms for crystal attuned. She’d then taken off in another huge blast of wind and sand that sent Hugh tumbling. He’d had to root around in the sand to locate the book she’d given him.

Even with his better performance in training than usual, he stumbled back to the Moonless Owl almost too tired and bruised to think.

Ironically, the moon was already coming up by the time he got back to the ship. It was full tonight, and bigger than his outstretched hand, though still smaller than usual.

Several of the crew started asking him questions immediately after they hauled him back on board, but Sabae swooped in to save him, escorting him to his room to sleep. Hugh was so tired he didn’t even look around the deck for Avah.

Hugh did, however, manage to force himself to draw defensive wards for his and Godrick’s room. Once he’d clambered up to his bunk, he immediately collapsed into sleep.

 

Life on the Moonless Owl settled into a routine pretty quickly after that. The crew of the ship had their own routine long drilled into them. Hugh did, in fact, find that almost all the members of the crew were family. Only the elderly cook was unrelated, and he’d been adopted into the ship’s family after his own ship was lost to pirates.

True to her word, Kanderon only stopped by twice more for training sessions over the next week. Hugh improved a little bit, but he still ended each one badly bruised and exhausted. While he wasn’t dodging the crystals very well, at least his affinity sense was improving in leaps and bounds. He was definitely starting to perceive the patterns in crystals that Kanderon spoke of.

The instant he showed any improvement, of course, Kanderon got him started attempting to fuse the crystals in the sand into larger crystals. It went even worse than his earlier lessons had.

Hugh and his fellow apprentices quickly developed their own routine as well. Breakfast first thing in the morning, followed by various magical training exercises. Lunch came after that, followed by the ship coming to a halt for a couple hours so the apprentices could do physical training in the sand.

After that, it was back to more magical training, then various academic subjects taught from Alustin’s seemingly endless supply of books. Hugh could have sworn Alustin had only brought the one satchel onboard, but maybe he’d had his luggage delivered early. Hugh was becoming growingly convinced that Alustin’s unknown affinities were somehow involved. Either that, or Godrick was right about the bag itself being magical.

After that was dinner, and then the students were finally given a little free time- assuming they had managed to get their assigned readings done.

The daily classwork and training they’d had under Alustin during their first year had been far easier than this. When they told him as such, Alustin just smiled and told them this was still far easier than their second year would be.

 

Hugh suspected the physical training breaks in the middle of the day were in large part for Talia, whose stomach hadn’t really adjusted to the ship yet. The voyage to Theras Tel would take them almost two weeks, and Talia was only able to keep food down so long as the ship didn’t move for at least an hour after she ate.

And, of course, the longer this went on, the more bad-tempered Talia became. She hated being sick all the time, hated the sand, and hated the heat. Hugh tried not to mind too much— he wouldn’t be much happier in her position.

Her training, at least, was going well. Her destructive power kept increasing at a steady clip— though her fine control, much to Alustin’s chagrin, remained somewhat lacking. 

They also spent quite a bit of time experimenting with her bone affinity. No one had quite encountered anything like it before— she could cause bones, so long as they weren’t inside a living creature, to grow massively larger, in shapes that resembled flames. Then they exploded. Violently. 

Alustin spent hours trying to figure out exactly what Talia was doing to the bones, largely to no avail. They did, however, make a few discoveries. It was possible for Talia to control the rate of growth, as well as, to a small extent, the length of time before the bones exploded. They also found that different types of bones— whether from different parts of an animal’s body or a different species of animal entirely— tended to have very different growth speeds, material strengths, and explosiveness.

Godrick, meanwhile, was probably doing the best of all of them in his training. He was already able to partially construct the improvised magical armor his father was famed for— a thick layer of stone and metal that could withstand countless blows and spells. Godrick wasn’t there yet, but he could already construct a light shield or breastplate.

It also turned out that there was a good amount of overlap between stone and sand masteries, so Godrick was able to learn to do a few neat tricks with sand from the Owl’s crew. His favorite was turning sand into sandstone, which he mostly used to get better footing in the sand. It took considerable effort to make the change permanent, but even temporarily shifting it to sandstone was good enough for Godrick’s purposes, most of the time.

Sabae, surprisingly to Hugh, was doing fairly badly. She was now able to channel her wind armor across most of her body, so Alustin had pushed forward in her training. Movement techniques and training with her water affinity had been added to her training program.

The movement techniques involved loosening her grip on her wind armor as she stepped or jumped. This was supposed to propel her swiftly in the direction she was going, but more often than not she ended up crashing onto the deck, getting caught in the rigging, or going overboard into the desert. She quickly started to get as bruised as Hugh did from his training with Kanderon.

Her water affinity training was an exercise in pure frustration for her. The first step she had to take was gathering water to herself. Unfortunately, the Endless Erg was renowned for its dryness, and Alustin refused to allow her to use any water from the ship’s stores for training. He simply told her that if she could gather moisture from the air in the Endless Erg, she could gather it anywhere.

Hugh, meanwhile, wasn’t doing much better. His arms and back were constantly sore from the weight of the crystal bracelets. True to Kanderon’s word, they steadily increased in weight daily. With Alustin’s guidance, it only took a few days to figure out how to construct spellforms to help support the weight of the crystals, but it was challenging on a level Hugh had never anticipated.

First of all, the motion of his arms and the motion of the ship were constantly throwing off his spellforms. Levitation spells had to compensate for any other forces acting on an object, not just gravity, or it was likely to get thrown in a random direction— not an outcome you really wanted when you were wearing the objects in question on your wrist.

Every time the ship turned, or began moving up or down a dune, or Hugh wasn’t paying attention while he was walking on deck or through the inside of the ship, he was likely to be pulled in an unintended direction by his spell helping him hold up the bracelets. Within a few days of this, Hugh’s arms, shoulders, and back were perpetually sore, and he had bruises all over his body.

He had to be especially careful not to leave the spells active while he slept.

It didn’t help his pride at all the number of times Avah was around to see it happen.

There had to be a better solution than a levitation spell- even one specifically adapted to the patterns of his crystal. He took to spending most of his free time in his and Godrick’s cabin, trying to plan out a solution in his oversized spellbook.

He regularly told himself he wasn’t doing it to avoid Avah. 

They hadn’t spoken since Kanderon had shown up. Avah pretty clearly didn’t have time for someone she viewed as a child.

It’swasn’t like Hugh blamed her, though. She’d taken to hanging around Godrick whenever possible. Godrick towered over Hugh, was good looking where Hugh was average, confident where Hugh was barely able to talk to anyone outside his immediate circle, and unlike Hugh, he was actually allowed to show off his attunements. So far as Avah knew, Hugh only had the single affinity, unlike the others. 

Hugh might not be as worthless as he’d once thought he was, but he definitely wasn’t a great catch romantically.

Godrick spent a surprising amount of time in the room with Hugh, talking over the problem of his bracelets or just reading while Hugh worked. Hugh didn’t know why— if Avah thought he was worth the time of day, he’d be spending all that time with her. He assumed Godrick was just being a good friend and keeping him company.

The bracelets seemed intractable, so Hugh often took breaks from the problem to chat with Godrick, or browse through the book on storm wards that Sabae had given him. He couldn’t help but dream about building wards of that magnitude someday— wards were the one thing that he felt truly capable at, and wards of that size would be impressive to anyone.

 

They were only three days out from Theras Tel when Sabae stormed into Hugh and Godrick’s room, looking furious and dragging Talia behind her. Talia also looked miserable, but she had the whole time they’d been on the ship.

“I have had enough of all your sulking,” Sabae said.

Hugh looked up from his spellbook in alarm. 

“We’re not…” Godrick began.

“The three of you have barely spent an instant on deck,” Sabae said. “Talia here at least has an excuse with her stomach. What’s yours?”

Hugh desperately tried to think of an explanation that didn’t make him look terrible. Hiding from a girl didn’t exactly sound very courageous. 

Godrick reached out with his foot and closed the cabin door behind the girls.

“It’s… well, it’s Avah,” Godrick said. “She won’t stop followin’ me around and flirtin’ with me every time ah’m on deck, and ah’m not interested in her like that. It’s makin’ me a bit uncomfortable. Hugh’s just bein’ a good friend and keepin’ me company.”

Hugh blinked in surprise. Godrick thought that Hugh was the one doing him the favor?

“I could throw her off the ship for you,” Talia muttered, but no one paid that any attention.

“Why didn’t you say something to her?” Sabae asked. 

“Ah’m not good at letting people down,” Godrick said.

“Why didn’t you say something to us?” Sabae demanded

“I’d have thrown her off the ship for you,” Talia said again.

Sabae rolled her eyes. “Why didn’t you tell me or Hugh?”

“Hugh can’t stand Avah,” Talia said. “Ever since she insulted him in front of all of us, he’s avoided her. He should just challenge her already.”

Hugh furrowed his eyebrows. “What? I don’t hate her.”

“Why not?” Talia asked.

“Then why…?” Sabae started to ask at the same time. She stopped, and a look of realization came across her face.

“You have a crush on her!” she said.

Hugh blushed.

“Why?” Talia said. “She’s no warrior, and she’s not that pretty.”

Godrick poked his head up over the edge of Hugh’s bunk.

“Do yeh?” he asked.

Hugh’s face turned even redder. He finally managed a small nod.

Sabae stared at him for a moment before sighing.

“Hiding in your room is literally the worst possible way to do something about that,” she said. 

“It doesn’t matter,” Hugh said miserably. “She thinks I’m just some weird kid.”

“Based off of what, exactly?” Sabae asked.

“What she said when I spotted Kanderon,” Hugh said.

Sabae sighed.

“That was more than a week ago, Hugh. I thought you were going to try to be more outgoing.”

“I’ve been more outgoing,” Hugh mumbled. 

“Have you literally talked to anyone other than us or Alustin since you boarded the Owl?” she asked.

Hugh raised his finger, then slowly lowered it. “Kanderon?”

“I saw him thank the cook once,” Talia said.

Sabae glared at him. “That’s it- We’re all going on deck, right now.”

“But…” Godrick started. Sabae shifted her glare to him, and he quieted down.

Hugh sighed, and began crafting a spellform in his mind’s eye to try and help him move the crystal bracelets more easily onto deck.

 

Sabae was quite pleased with herself as she left Hugh and Avah talking in the morning sun. It had been profoundly awkward at first— it turned out that Avah was convinced that Hugh hated her, from the way he’d been avoiding her. It was the type of awkwardness that Sabae, like any sane person, entirely preferred to avoid. She even preferred to skip past those bits in novels. Sabae was pretty sure that neither Hugh nor Avah had noticed that she’d manipulated them into moving past that part quickly, and into a conversation about the similarities and differences between sand and crystal affinities.

Sabae had some doubts as to whether there was any romance to be found there, but at least she had ended Hugh’s moping for now. More than an adequate repayment for getting the two past the awkwardness.

She looked around, noticing Godrick and Talia up near the prow. Godrick was clearly relieved to be out of the cramped confines of the cabin, where the huge youth could hardly even stretch out. She wasn’t sure why he was so uninterested in Avah— she was certainly pretty enough— but Godrick was surprisingly hard to understand, sometimes. It was easy to just see the friendly, cheerful giant sometimes, and not suspect there was more underneath.

Talia, on the other hand, was about as complicated as a hammer to the face. Prideful and angry with a chip on her shoulder bigger than her entire body, but she was loyal to a fault.

Unfortunately, there wasn’t much Sabae could do about Talia’s seasickness, especially since she’d been forbidden from using her healing affinity any further without more training.

Sabae felt the back of her neck prickling, and turned to see Deila watching her from the prow of the ship. Sabae had no idea why her friends seemed to have so much trouble remembering nautical terms. The old woman smiled knowingly at her, gesturing with her chin towards Hugh and Avah.

It seemed someone, at least, had noticed Sabae’s work. Deila reminded Sabae of her own grandmother, so that didn’t really surprise her.

“It seems you managed to get everyone up on deck for once,” Alustin said.

Sabae barely managed not to jump out of her skin. She could have sworn that Alustin hadn’t been on deck a second ago.

“Good work,” Alustin said with a broad smile. “I thought I’d have to take care of that myself. I wasn’t really looking forward to spending the time doing that, since we’re about to be attacked by pirates.”

Sabae gave Alustin a disbelieving look. Alustin merely smiled wider.

Well, at least this should cheer up Talia.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

Pirates

 

Alustin had used his farseeing affinity to scry the ships, apparently. Hugh still wasn’t entirely clear how that worked, but Alustin had quietly informed Deila and Captain Solon of the danger, and the crew had prepared for battle surprisingly quietly and efficiently. They brought back out the crossbows and ballistae just as fast as Hugh had seen them do it before. Avah and the other sand mages all moved to the bottom deck, to get close to the sand and keep them moving as quickly and smoothly as possible.

There were three pirate ships in total, according to Alustin. Two were slightly smaller than the Moonless Owl, while the third was near twice its size. 

The Owl had been cruising in a valley between two rows of dunes, and the pirates had used those dunes to sneak up on either side of the Owl— the larger on one side, the two smaller on the other.

Each of the smaller pirates had four ballistae apiece, and the larger had ten.

Captain Solon had pulled out a cutlass entirely engraved in intricate spellforms. Hugh had no idea what it was supposed to do, but it had even more spellforms than the dagger he’d found for Talia in the labyrinth, or the buckler he’d found for Sabae. The latter, sadly, was too damaged for her to use without extensive repairs— she’d been forced to leave it with Skyhold’s enchanters for repair for the length of the trip.

Alustin, of course, had decided that this was an excellent learning experience for his students. Rather than instruct them on how to help defend the ship, however, he merely grinned and told them to “be creative.” He then returned to go confer with Captain Solon about something else.

Hugh really hated it when Alustin smiled like that.

Talia had taken up a position at the back of the ship, seasickness largely forgotten and replaced with a terrifying smile. Godrick and Sabae had taken up positions on the side of the ship nearest to the small vessels.

Hugh, however, had no idea what to do to help.

If he’d manufactured any more of his exploding ward-carved slingstones, those might have come in handy— though, considering how much his bracelets weighed down his arms, he likely wouldn’t be able to use his sling correctly.

Hugh was more than competent enough with cantrip spellforms, but cantrips weren’t particularly useful for combat, even with his ability to improvise new ones. He wasn’t good enough with his crystal affinity for use in combat yet— or, really, use in anything. As for his other two affinities, Kanderon and Alustin had strictly forbidden him from even trying to use them.

So what did that leave him with? What he always resorted to.

Wards.

Hugh was, without a doubt, the best wardcrafter his age at Skyhold. He was, he was fairly certain, better than most adult mages. It was partially due to his nature as a warlock— most warlocks could imbue a certain class of spells with their will, allowing for greater control, and for Hugh that class of spells was wards.

Mostly, however, Hugh could thank his own hard work and natural talent with wards.

Of course, drawing wards on a moving object was miles more difficult than drawing them on something stationary. Wards had a tendency to decay and fail explosively when physically moved around too much. Hugh had begun studying how to build wards that were more resistant to movement, but only just— so he was much more limited than usual in his choice of ward.

There was also the fact that this would be by far the largest ward he’d ever attempted to craft. Even with his studies of large-scale wards from the stormward book Sabae had given him, it would be daunting, and Hugh wasn’t sure how he would be able to craft a large enough ward in time to be useful. 

Hugh stared at the one stick of chalk he had been carrying in his pocket. He doubted he could craft a ward around the entire ship with it in the time he had, even if…

Hugh grinned. He didn’t need to craft a ward around the entire ship. 

Hugh dashed for the front of the ship— no, Sabae had told him it was called the prow at least a dozen times already— as the pirate ships crested the tops of the dunes, then slid down them towards the Owl with a noise like an avalanche. 

The instant the first smaller ship pulled alongside the Owl, both let loose with bolts from crossbows and ballistae, as well as all sorts of magical assaults. 

Every single one of them was deflected by shields of wind that rose up around the ships. It was standard practice for wind mages on a ship to do so- most assaults early in a battle would be easily deflected by the wind gusting rapidly around the ships.

The problem, of course, was that maintaining wind shields large enough and powerful enough to protect an entire ship was incredibly draining. Even ships with an outsize number of wind mages, like the Moonless Owl, could only maintain them for a few minutes— even less when actively under attack. On top of that, windshields significantly reduced the amount of wind making it into the ship’s sails, slowing them quite a bit.

Hugh frantically drew spellforms on the prow of the ship. He needed to get this ward done before… 

A lightning bolt slammed through the wind shield, hardly affected, and shattered a portion of the railing on the right side of the ship. Hugh flinched, almost ruining his spellforms.

Not all magic was troubled by windshields.

He needed to get this ward done before the windshield went down.

 

Talia glared at the pirate ship behind them. Its windshield had easily dispersed every bolt of dreamfire she’d sent at it. 

She’d hoped that with as strange as dreamfire behaved in other ways, it would be less vulnerable to strong winds than regular fire. If there was a difference, however, it was hardly noticeable.

Well, there were ways to deal with windshields. Clan Castis had fought more than its fair share of wind mages in its time, and Talia’s family had often told her of techniques they’d used.

The Owl’s windshield wasn’t a problem— any decent windmage could craft a shield that detected and parted for spells coming from the inside. You could perform an extremely basic enchantment on your bolts and arrows to allow them to pass through as well. The sand blowing in it mucked with her aim a bit, but not enough to mess her up entirely.

The whole ship lurched, and Talia’s stomach tried to climb up out of her mouth. She managed to hold it down through sheer force of will, but it was a close thing.

Talia grimaced, and manifested dreamfire in front of her. The spellforms to do so were far, far more complex than a simple fire summoning spellform— dream spells could only summon something the caster had seen in a dream, so the caster had to use the spellform to draw on a memory of a dream.

That had been the hardest part of training the attunement in the first place— training her mind to remember her dreams clearly, while avoiding lucid dreaming. Lucid dreams made poor fuel for dream spells.

Thankfully, Talia dreamed of fire quite often, as was right and proper for a scion of Clan Castis.

Rather than launch a dreamfire bolt immediately, Talia began focusing more and more mana into the purple-green flames. She kept the dreamfire focused in as small a sphere as possible. That sort of thing wouldn’t be possible for most people— Talia’s tattoos didn’t just enhance the power of flame spells. They also increased her range, control, and even the flexibility of her spells. Talia was far, far more flexible than other attuned mages- so long as she was trying to destroy things with fire.

Talia was glad Alustin hadn’t decided that she needed to learn spellform improvisation as well as Hugh. While it gave Hugh even more flexibility than her tattoos gave her, it just didn’t seem worth the effort when all you wanted to do was incinerate something.

Once Talia was sure she couldn’t pack the slightest bit more mana into the dreamfire bolt, she began envisioning a second spellform in her head. Alustin had been training her to hold more and more spellforms active in her mind’s eye at once— he claimed that it would be essential to her as a ranged combat mage. Talia wasn’t so sure about that, but Alustin had seldom steered her wrong before, and some of the members of her clan practiced similar disciplines.

The second spellform wrapped a thick sphere of dreamfire around the first, with a thin gap of air in between the two. It wasn’t nearly as mana dense as the one in the center, but it didn’t need to be. This was the trickiest of the spellforms she was planning, since it needed to maintain a uniform density of mana, even as it lost some.

Talia could feel herself start to sweat from the strain of holding two spellforms at once. Doing her best to ignore the strain, her nausea, the Radhan mages and crossbowmen beside her, and a series of crossbow bolts and firebolts slamming into the windshield in front of her, she began work on a third spellform— this one a cone of dreamfire wrapped around the other two, pointing forwards towards the enemy ship.

Finally, Talia envisioned a relatively simple spellform connecting the other three. Once she pumped mana into it, all three of the others would launch simultaneously.

Just as she prepared to do so, the ship lurched harshly to the side as the larger pirate shipped rammed its shield against the Owl’s. Her spell accelerated forwards towards the pirate ship. The Owl’s windshield parted to allow it through, and it slammed into the enemy windshield.

The cone on the outside hardly lasted any time at all before it got dissolved in the windshield, but it did get the others several inches through. The next layer began dissolving just as fast, but thanks to its mana density maintenance, it stayed largely intact through the rest of the windshield, only dissolving into a shower of sparks at the very end.

The dense core of the compound dreamfire bolt punched through the last part of the windshield, hardly losing any of its dreamfire. If the Owl hadn’t lurched, and Talia’s aim had been true, it would have slammed right into the mainmast.

Instead, it hammered right into the forward ballista. If Talia had used regular fire, it likely would have just exploded. Dreamfire, however, was seldom so predictable.

Instead, it began to hum. The strings began vibrating like they were on a harp instead of a siege engine, and the whole thing began to shake. It went from barely audible to deafening in seconds. Its crew lurched away from the weapon, clutching their ears.

Just when it seemed it couldn’t grow any louder, the noise stopped. The ballista just sat there for a moment, then began to split apart. Every piece of wood on the thing collapsed into fibrous strands, leaving a curious pile of fibers with a few bits of metal jutting out of the pile. The decking around it looked somewhat fibrous as well.

Talia, however, saw none of this, as she was puking off the back of the ship. The windshield, unfortunately for her, did not recognize vomit as a spell.

 

 

Godrick barely caught Sabae before she fell over the side of the ship. He turned to see that the bigger vessel across the deck from them— on whatever the right side of a ship was called— had crashed its windshield against theirs. Several of the Owl’s windmages had dropped down to their knees in exhaustion, but none had dropped out of the fight.

Sabae caught her balance, and Godrick let her go. “Should we switch over ta tha other side of the ship?” he asked.

Sabae looked at the other mages on this side of the ship, then nodded. “Neither of us is going to be a lot of good in a long-range fight,” she acknowledged.

Godrick nodded, then followed her over, clutching his sledgehammer. He still wasn’t entirely used to its balance— it was heavier and sturdier than the one he’d left in the labyrinth. He also hadn’t gotten used to maintaining the armor spells that shaped stone and metal around him— unlike Sabae, who was getting better and better with her wind armor daily.

The pirate ship kept trying to force its way through the Owl’s windshield, and Godrick could see several spots where the two windshields had begun to weaken and cancel each other out. Attacks would begin raining through the gaps soon.

Godrick could feel the aether around them thinning noticeably as so many mages drew on it to refresh their mana reservoirs. If the ships came to a halt, they’d likely drain it nearly completely in their immediate surroundings. At least, until more aether flowed in from farther away, but that could take quite a while.

Though his father’s training mostly focused on close-range combat, Godrick had still been taught a few ranged spells. One of the most useful, he’d found, was also one of the simplest— a spell that simply pushed a target piece of steel away from him. It was quick, simple, and he could envision the spellform in a fraction of a second. All he had to do was know what steel he wanted to target.

Godrick closed his eyes and began reaching out with his affinity senses. His father could do this with his eyes open, but Godrick couldn’t sort out the sensory confusion well enough yet. He ignored anything on this side of the windshields, seeking out pointed bits of metal aimed their way. As he did so, he kept the spellform up in his mind, focused on the heads of the crossbow and ballistae bolts.

The instant one began moving forwards, Godrick triggered the spellform. Mana drained out of his reservoir, and the crossbow bolt tumbled to the sand between the ships harmlessly. 

Godrick could feel the strain— he hadn’t expected blocking crossbow bolts to be so difficult the first time he tried it, given how small they were compared to his hammer or some of the other objects he’d moved in the past, but they packed a lot of energy when fired. He could only stop a relative few before they drained his mana reservoirs. He wasn’t even sure if he could handle any ballista bolts. 

If he had reservoirs the size of Hugh’s, Godrick was sure he could block as many as he wanted. Hugh had more mana available to him than many adult mages— he’d actually managed to slow the fall of six people with a cantrip in the labyrinth. Most mages without a wind, gravity, or force affinity were lucky to be able to slow the fall of a single person.

Godrick missed a crossbow bolt thanks to his spacing off. He was always doing that. Luckily, it missed any of the growing holes in the windshield. He focused back on the battle, just in time to catch another crossbow bolt. His reservoirs were draining rapidly, and there were so many people drawing so heavily on the aether around them that he could actually feel the rate at which he channeled mana from the aether into his reservoirs slow.

Then, to his horror, a gap opened up right in front of a ballista about to fire. Godrick focused all of his attention on the bolt, preparing to try and block it…

Wait, why was he waiting for them to fire? Godrick grinned, and pushed on the head of the bolt as the ballista’s crew prepared it to fire. Since it was higher up than him, the front of the bolt flipped up into the air, which in turn managed to release the drawstring of the ballista. The drawstring caught the twisting base of the bolt, somehow managing to send it twirling backwards. It ended up slamming point first into the mainmast, where it stuck, trembling.

Godrick would never have believed that had happened if he hadn’t done it.

With a grin, Godrick began reaching out for other crossbow and ballistae bolts, knocking them loose from their mounts. It took barely any mana compared to stopping them in flight, and the enemy rate of fire slowed to almost nothing.

Which, of course, was when the enemy mages took notice of him. Before Godrick could react, the lightning mage fired a bolt of lightning straight at him.

Captain Solon was too far away from him to block the lightning bolt, and Godrick would have been turned to ash if Sabae hadn’t stepped in front of him, deflecting the bolt with both hands. She might not be able to safely use her lightning affinity offensively yet, but she’d been constantly drilled by Alustin to be able to deflect lightning safely since the labyrinth.

“Watch yourself, kid!” the captain called. He hurled the lightning bolt back against the side of the larger ship, then knocked an enemy firebolt out of the air with his cutlass.

Godrick nodded. Then, to his horror, several crossbow bolts came flying straight for Sabae and him. The brief seconds he’d stopped paying attention had been just enough. He frantically reached out with his affinity senses, pushing against one, then two bolts, but the third one slipped just past him. His heart seemed to stop as he watched it hurtle towards Sabae’s chest.

It slammed into her personal windshield, and deflected off easily.

Sabae glanced down at her torso. “Huh.” She glanced back at Godrick. “At least I can block stuff.”

Godrick smiled weakly at her. Sabae turned around to see another crossbow bolt flying at her, which she almost casually punched out of the air.

He turned his attention back to preventing crossbows from being loaded. Godrick really, really needed to start paying better attention.

 

The larger pirate swerved directly towards the Owl, and the whole ship shuddered as their wind shields collided.

“What are you working on, Hugh?” Alustin said.

Hugh picked himself up off the deck, not answering. He wasn’t really equipped to help much in this fight otherwise, so he had to do something.

“Generally, wards are expected to be crafted before a battle begins,” Alustin said. 

Another bolt of lightning flashed over from the larger pirate vessel, but Captain Solon somehow deflected it harmlessly into the sand with his cutlass.

“Not much else I can do right now,” Hugh said.

“What, exactly,” said Alustin, looking over Hugh’s ward, “is this intended to do? I’m fairly certain I didn’t teach you most of these runes, except for the ones that stabilize moving wards.”

Hugh finished the last of the spellforms for the ward, but he didn’t activate it just yet. All told, the ward would have been almost fifteen feet long if it had been stretched out. Instead, it curved in a V-shape, coming to a point in the prow.

“They’re going to redirect the wind hitting us from the front upwards. According to the book, that should create a patch of lower density in the air ahead of the ship, and we’ll actually get pulled into it. I got the spellforms from the Kaen Das stormward book,” Hugh said.

“Have you somehow developed a farseeing affinity too, Hugh?” Alustin said.

Another lightning bolt struck the side of the ship, charring it. The enchantments the Radhan traders had worked into the sides of their ship apparently worked quite well, thankfully, preventing any more damage. The larger enemy ship’s windshield, however, was steadily dissolving into their own.

“No, why?” Hugh said.

“No reason.” Alustin stared at the ward for a moment longer. “Ah, I see. How clever.”

“Shouldn’t you be helping fight off the pirates?” Hugh said.

“We’ll be able to escape quite handily once the sandstorm hits,” Alustin replied.

“Sandstorm?” Hugh asked.

Alustin just smiled. “You should see about extending that ward further along the sides.”

 

Talia had mostly cleaned the vomit out of her face when the Owl’s windshield collapsed for a moment. Enemy bolts and spells promptly began making their way through from the ship behind them. One of the Radhan crossbowmen next to Talia went down with a bolt in her shoulder, crying out in pain. 

The windshield flickered back into existence, but it looked much smaller and thinner than it did before. Several spells and bolts hit it, nearly punching through.

Her stomach still clenching, Talia levered herself up on the railing. The pirate behind them still had its windshield up, and Talia didn’t trust her stomach or the Owl’s windshield to hold for long enough for her to manifest another dreamfire bolt capable of piercing the enemy windshield. There had to be some sort of way to…

Talia smiled, and dug into her belt pouch, pulling out a handful of small, jagged white objects.

Shards of bone.

Talia reached into her mana reservoirs. Manifesting dreamfire was still difficult, but she’d been able to do it reliably for some time now. Her bone affinity, however… The mana felt sluggish, angry, and full of knives. It hurt to draw on those reservoirs, and she still wasn’t sure exactly what was going on when she did.

More terrifyingly, Alustin had no clue either.

When she pumped the mana into a piece of bone, it grew and grew, far faster than it should be able to with the amount of mana she could handle. Growing solid objects was one of the most mana-intensive tasks for a mage, far more than merely reshaping them.

It felt like the bone was trying to be a fire when it grew, but it couldn’t move freely like a fire. It couldn’t twist and dance, it just grew and grew and strained against itself until the heat of imprisoning itself grew to be too much.

Talia took a deep breath and envisioned a spellform. It was incredibly, incredibly basic- all it did was direct her mana into the shards. This prevented her from draining herself as badly as channeling the mana uncontrolled had in the Labyrinth.

It was more than enough, though. The bone shards immediately began to grow and heat up. Talia threw them behind the speeding ship.

By the time they were a foot from her hand, they’d each grown to the size of her fist, tendrils in the shape of flames reaching out in all directions. 

By the time they entered the Owl’s windshield, they were each bigger than her head. 

By the time they hit the sand, they were the size of her torso.

By the time the enemy windshield passed over them, they were each bigger than she was, and they barely rocked in the wind.

And by the time the pirate ship ran over them, barely a couple of seconds after she threw them, they were each the size of Godrick. 

They gouged into the bottom of the pirate ship, cutting long, horrifying gouges into the bottom. Goods and supplies began tumbling out, but only for a moment- because that was when the massive hunks of bone exploded in flames. Smaller shards of bone scythed out through the ship, carving channels and holes before they, too, exploded.

The pirate’s right runner gave way completely, and the whole ship seemed to crumple forwards. Jagged chunks of wood tumbled through the air along with panicked, injured pirates. 

The mainmast tore itself loose from the ship entirely, falling into the sand and carrying several pirates with it.

Talia smiled, then she grabbed onto the railing again and began vomiting once more.

That was, thankfully for Talia if not for anyone else on board the ship, when the Owl’s windshield failed for good.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

Stern Chase

 

Sabae was busy protecting Godrick from enemy crossbow bolts and spells when the shield failed for the second time. The pirates had seemingly figured out that he was the one preventing most of their crossbows and ballistae from firing, and they were concentrating most of their fire his way.

Sabae’s wind armor, however, was proving surprisingly up for the job. The pirates only seemed to have the one lightning attuned mage, the wind mages maintaining their shields, and a few fire mages. Their crew might have drastically outnumbered the Moonless Owl’s, but that didn’t do them any good when the windshields kept them from boarding.

The first time the shield went down, it was only for a moment, and it went back up again in time to keep the enemy ship from slamming into them. Sabae didn’t know how well the Owl would stand up to that— a normal sandship its size would have its runners collapsed and wreck, but since Radhan ships like the Owl didn’t have runners, it might be more resistant to ramming. 

The second time it went down, however, it stayed down. Sabae immediately let loose a powerful gust strike, correctly anticipating an entire flight of crossbow bolts and fireballs. The gust strike knocked most of them harmlessly out of the air, but it took a lot out of her. Sabae had to struggle to keep up the momentum of her wind armor. 

While she could stop those, she could only stare helplessly at the enemy ship and its windshield as they bore down on the Owl. The Radhan ship had immediately started to pick up speed when its windshield went down, but it was far from enough to get them away in time. 

Time seemed to slow down as the pirate vessel bore down on them. Sabae slowly turned towards Godrick, hoping to somehow tackle the huge youth out of the way, when the whole ship jolted forwards, knocking both of them entirely off their feet.

The expected impact with the pirates never came.

Sabae stood up again and looked around. Somehow, the Owl had accelerated forward at an absurd rate, putting them far ahead of the three…, no, two remaining pirate ships. Sabae saw the third crushed and burning far behind them.

“What was that?” Godrick asked. “Ah felt like tha ship was gettin’ pulled out from under me.”

Even as Sabae watched, the pirates began falling farther and farther back, their bolts and spells falling far short of the Owl.

“I have no…” Sabae began as she helped him up, then she looked towards the bow of the ship. A thin vertical curtain of white light, like a bleached aurora, was rising up in a V-shape in the prow, and just behind it was…

Sabae smiled. “That was Hugh.”

Godrick looked towards the bow of the ship and grinned as well. “Ah shouldn’t be surprised. Ah’m going to go check on Talia.”

They split up, Sabae heading towards the prow. Hugh appeared to be frantically searching his pockets for something. Alustin stood next to him, curiously poking his finger into the curtain of light.

“There you go, saving the day again,” Sabae said to him. “Though I’m not exactly sure how you did that?”

Hugh glanced up at her and smiled shyly, still searching his pockets.

“I never could have done it without you,” he said. “I got the idea from your great-grandmother’s journal. This ward redirects the wind hitting the ship from the front upwards, though I’m not entirely sure why it pulled us forwards as fast as it did. Reducing the wind resistance shouldn’t have made this much of a difference.”

Sabae didn’t feel like she deserved that much credit, but at least Hugh was keeping some for himself this time. “You made it so there was less air in front of us,” she said. “That hole in the air pulled us forwards. It’s how wind-mages fly.”

Hugh finally pulled a new piece of chalk from his belt pouch. “Really? I thought they pushed themselves with gusts of wind,” he said.

“Takes too much effort, and it’s too hard to control,” Sabae said. “Pulling works much better.”

“Each of the affinities that allow for flight work in fairly unique ways,” Alustin said. “Wind mage flight works quite differently than the way gravity mages fly. And force mages don’t fly so much as jump absurdly far.”

Hugh started drawing on the deck with his chalk again, apparently extending the ward farther back.

“What are you doing?” Sabae said. “We’re already moving too fast for the pirates to catch up with us.”

“I’m not worried about the pirates,” Hugh said. “I’m worried about the sandstorm.”

“The what?” Sabae said.

Alustin pointed past the bow as they crested a short dune. Sabae looked forwards to see that the horizon appeared to have been turned black.

“Oh,” Sabae said, her throat suddenly dry. “That sandstorm.”

 

The sandstorms of the deep Endless Erg were legendary. They could arise with little to no warning, growing to immense size. They swept through the desert like a scourge, entirely reshaping the dunes in their path.

You didn’t go toe to toe with the sandstorms. You found somewhere to shelter from them or you fled ahead of them. 

They were, above the predators, the lack of water, or even the heat, the biggest reason why no-one crossed the Endless Erg on foot or on mounts. Anyone caught in the deadly winds would have their fleshed stripped from their bones by the blowing sand.

The ships that crossed the Endless Erg had different ways to survive. Most of the larger ships simply took down their sails, battened down the hatches, and waited them out. So long as you had a wood mage to repair any damage and a sand mage to dig your ship out of the reshaped dunes, you’d probably be fine.

The faster ships tended to try to outrun the storms. The storms were swift, but the winds that blew ahead of them could be navigated by a skilled captain for long enough to get them out of the past of the worst of it.

For smaller, slower ships… well, there were a few options. The best was to hope a sandstorm didn’t show up during your trip. Sabae had heard of other ships that carried extra-large complements of sand mages, in order to bury their entire ship, with plant mages to keep the air from going stale.

“Are we planning to run ahead of the storm?” Sabae said.

“Our mages are exhausted,” Captain Solon said. “It would be incredibly risky.” Captain Solon, his mother, and his daughter had joined them on the prow of the ship as the sandstorm grew steadily larger on the horizon.

“Bury ourselves?” Sabae asked.

Delia shook her head. “The pirates might not be able to catch us right now, but they haven’t given up yet— and aren’t likely to, since the little redhead destroyed one of their ships. The big ship looks sturdy enough to wait out the storm on the surface and attack us when we dig ourselves out— not to mention we don’t have any plant mages on board.”

Sabae was still a little shocked by the destruction of the pirate sandship. Talia was by far the most dangerous of the four apprentices, but destroying an entire sandship would be astonishing even for most fully trained battle mages. 

She glanced back at the pirates. They’d regained some of the lost ground now that they’d dropped their own windshields.

“We run through the storm,” Alustin said.

Everyone stared at him in shock.

“That’s ridiculous,” Captain Solon said. “The Owl is a tough little ship, but its rigging can’t handle those winds.”

Alustin just pointed at Hugh. He’d continued the ward about halfway down the port side of the ship, though he hadn’t activated any of it beyond the initial bit in the prow.

“An apprentice’s trick is supposed to…” Captain Solon began, but his mother raised her hand to interrupt him, staring at Alustin intently.

“Hugh has my full confidence,” Alustin said.

“Can Hugh really do it?” Avah asked Sabae quietly. She’d been silent up until now, obviously exhausted from her work smoothing the sand and the hull for speed.

“Of course he can,” Sabae said, more confidently than she felt. Hugh was a marvel, but that sandstorm was immense. Even from miles away across the horizon, it looked like a black wave rolling across the gold-white sea of sand, preparing to wash away the first shore it came upon.

Still, Sabae wanted to make Avah think it was a sure thing. Impressing Avah like that couldn’t hurt Hugh’s chances.

Sabae noticed Delia eying her again. The old woman cocked an eyebrow slightly at her.

Delia definitely reminded her of her own grandmother, though perhaps a little less terrifying.

“We just need to give Hugh enough time to finish the ward,” Alustin was saying. “Can your mages run us in front of the storm for that long?”

Captain Solon considered for a moment, tapping his fingers on the hilt of his cutlass. “It seems like our best option,” he said. “And if your apprentice’s ward doesn’t work, we can try to keep running the front as long as we can.”

By the tone of his voice, it didn’t sound like he thought that would be for very long. Sabae really, really hoped Hugh had studied her great-grandmother’s journal well.

 

Hugh drew on the deck so quickly his wrists ached. He’d already gotten several splinters from the battle-damaged deck, and he hadn’t paused long enough to remove them. His stick of chalk was almost out, so he hoped Godrick returned from their room quickly with the extras he’d sent him for.

This was, without a doubt, the single most challenging ward Hugh had ever drawn, and it was with far less preparation than he was used to. 

First off, it was far larger than any ward he’d ever attempted before. Wards tended to be fairly mana efficient, but as they got larger, their mana requirements grew more and more rapidly. Hugh was fairly sure he could sustain this one, but it would be a real challenge.

Then there was the sheer complexity of the ward itself. Sabae’s great-grandmother had been an absolute master of wardcrafting, and Hugh barely understood most of the wards in her journal. This was one of the simplest ones in the book, and it still stretched his abilities. 

If that weren’t enough, he couldn’t even copy the ward out of the journal exactly— the original design was meant to be powered by someone with a wind affinity, rather than being designed to handle any sort of mana, like most wards, so Hugh had to alter the spellforms to allow him to channel his crystal mana in— Hugh knew better than to try and access his starfire or planar reservoirs. He also had to add in the spellforms that stabilized the ward while it was in motion, so it didn’t randomly explode.

He couldn’t make the ward uniform, either, or the wind-redirection effect would slow them too much. He had to slightly decrease the power of the ward as it went farther and farther back down the ship. He also had to make sure the ward would curve over the top of the ship— Hugh doubted that the winds inside the sandstorm would be polite enough to only blow horizontally.

Of course, the biggest challenges were his crystal bracelets. Hugh couldn’t trust any of the spells he’d devised to help support them not to mess up his spellforms, so he was having to drag them along the deck, and his arms ached fiercely.

“Ah’ve got yer chalk!” Godrick called. Hugh paused long enough to accept a new stick, then he kept drawing. He was nearly to the back of the ship— whatever sailors called it.

Hugh made sure not to look up at the approaching sandstorm. He couldn’t afford any distractions.

 

 

Sabae spun up her wind armor as the storm front approached the Owl. The sandship had tacked so that they were moving away from the storm at an angle, albeit a much shallower one than normal. The pirates had kept up the chase, apparently still determined to avenge their fallen comrades, but they had taken a steeper angle than the Owl had.

The sandstorm was only a couple miles off the port side of the ship at this point, and it dwarfed everything as they raced northwards. The storm towered into the sky, pitch black and all-consuming. Even this far away, sand had started to whip around the deck, stinging skin and eyes. Captain Solon had ordered all unnecessary personnel below decks, so Sabae had taken over Godrick’s role carrying Hugh’s chalk as he drew, depending on her wind armor to shield her from sand. Irrick, a Radhan mage a couple years older than them, followed as well to shield Hugh with his wind and sand affinities. 

Captain Solon shouted something at the ship’s pilot, but Sabae couldn’t make out any words over the roar of the storm. Sabae had never heard anything this loud before, and she’d watched her grandmother lead the mages of her family in turning aside entire hurricanes from Ras Andis. As she watched the storm nervously, a flash of light lit up inside of the abyssal cloud, swiftly followed by another.

There was lightning inside the sandstorm. 

Sabae’s stomach constricted a little, and she ran her fingers along the scars on her cheek from where her early experiments with her lightning affinity had burnt her. She was getting more comfortable deflecting lightning spells, but those were nowhere near as powerful as actual lightning bolts. She glanced over to the helm, and noticed Captain Solon clutching the hilt of his cutlass, knuckles white.

Sabae turned her attention back to Hugh. He had less than a quarter of the circumference of the ship to go.

“Are…” Irrick began to shout, but Sabae glared at him. Hugh didn’t need any distractions.

Sabae felt her wind armor flex and twist as the winds of the storm increased even more. The whole ship was shuddering now, like it wanted to shake apart at the speeds they were traveling. Sabae didn’t think she’d ever moved this fast in her life. If she fell off the ship now, even her wind armor and the softness of the sand wouldn’t protect her from the impact.

The storm was less than a mile away now, and it filled half the sky. The dunes between the storm and the Owl looked like they were dissolving.

The ship slowed slightly as the pilot turned to avoid a particularly large dune. Traveling up it would slow them even more than avoiding it.

Hugh’s hand reached out, and Sabae dropped the wind armor on one hand to reach into the bubble Irrick had crafted around Hugh. In the fraction of a second before her hand went inside it to give Hugh the next piece of chalk, the blowing sand left her skin red and painful.

The ship shuddered and picked up even more speed as the storm grew closer again. Sabae was almost knocked off her feet, and Hugh cursed as he messed up a line. He frantically erased it, then resumed his drawing.

Sabae was desperately trying not to think about what would happen if Hugh didn’t make it in time. 

Something flashed in the corner of Sabae’s eye, and she looked over to see a flock of sunlings flying ahead of the storm front. Even as she watched, they seemed to give up the chase and dove down into the sand, burrowing deeper.

The roar of the storm was deafening, even through her wind armor. She could see Captain Solon bellowing right in the pilot’s ear, but couldn’t even detect a hint of it.

As she and Irrick followed Hugh slowly across the deck, she glanced back at the pirates. They were still following, but were nearly a mile farther away from the storm and considerably farther back now— they weren’t foolish enough to sail as close to the sandstorm as the Moonless Owl was.

The top of the storm front was actually above them, now. Sabae wanted to laugh hysterically— the deck of the sandship was still in brightly lit, golden daylight from the sun in the east, but the sky straight above her was pitch black.

The base of the storm looked like it was about to swallow them whole when, abruptly, it began to pull away. Sabae looked around to realize that Captain Solon had ordered the angle they were running in front of the storm steepened. Slowly but surely, the ship started to pull ahead.

Sabae desperately tried not to see how exhausted all of the wind mages on the ship were. She also tried not to feel ashamed that she couldn’t assist them. That wasn’t her fault at all.

She only partially held off the shame.

 

Hugh’s hands and wrists felt like they were going to fall off. They’d never hurt this badly in his life, and he was shocked he hadn’t dropped the chalk yet due to the cramps.

To keep his spellforms from being scoured away by the wind, he’d started channeling mana into them. Not enough to activate the ward, but enough to keep it stable. This wasn’t something most wardcrafters could do- it was part of his will imbuing talents that came from being a warlock. It was just one more irritating distraction.

He didn’t even dare look up. It was just him, trapped inside a bubble of calm as he moved forwards. He tried not to extend out of the bubble the Radhan sailor— whose name he hadn’t caught— was crafting for him. Earlier he’d accidentally stuck his head out, and it took precious seconds to clean the sand out of his eyes. 

Hugh just kept drawing.

 

Talia held the empty chamber pot in front of her and dry-heaved. Godrick held her steady as the ship shook, lighting up his and Hugh’s room with a simple cantrip.

“Ah yeh sure yeh need that?” Godrick asked. “Ah don’t think yeh’ve got anything left in yer stomach.” 

Talia tried to glare at him, but then she heaved again as the ship hit a bump of some sort. Godrick should tell that to her stomach.

 

Hugh only had a single hand’s width worth of ward left to draw, and he couldn’t do it.

Not because he couldn’t move his fingers anymore— Hugh actually wasn’t entirely sure he could drop the chalk if he wanted to. 

No, Hugh couldn’t finish it because he’d misjudged the circumference of the ship. He’d finished a full unit of the spellform a full hand’s width from where it needed to end— he couldn’t fit another spellform in between the two ends he needed to connect, and he didn’t dare adapt the active ward in the front of the ship while it was helping speed them up.

He could draw simple ward extender lines there, but that would act as a weak spot in the ward, and make the whole thing consume far more mana— more than Hugh thought he could handle providing to the ward, even with his large mana reservoirs.

Hugh had doomed everyone. He should have just told everyone that he couldn’t do it, instead of listening to Alustin. He should never have gotten it in his head that he was worth…

“Hugh!” Sabae shouted. She’d stuck her head into his bubble, which had shrunk to the point where Hugh was having to huddle nearly into a ball. “What’s wrong? You’ve been staring at that section for ages now!”

“I miscalculated! There’s no room for another full spellform here!” Hugh shouted. “I’m…”

“Isn’t there something else you could put there?” Sabae shouted.

Hugh stared at her for a second, thinking furiously. You didn’t just add components to a ward to make it longer, they had to serve a function that didn’t interfere with the rest of the ward. Hugh had already planned out everything he needed to maintain the ward through the storm. 

He stopped, then he felt a grin slowly creep across his face.

There absolutely was something he could put into there.

He quickly drew a series of spellform lines running perpendicular to the gap, intersecting them in. He drew the new spellform line almost a foot farther inside the deck, where he quickly drew a circular spellform about a foot across.

Hugh had been originally planning to power the ward himself for however long he could. His massive mana reservoirs were at least useful for that.

But he’d specifically constructed this whole ward to be able to accept any type of mana, since he couldn’t use the wind mana the ward was originally designed for. So what he’d done was create a mana tap— a place in the ward where anyone could add mana to it. Better yet, since it was a fully functioning spellform on its own, it wouldn’t act as a weak point.

Hugh drew the last line and took a deep breath. If he’d gotten even a single line wrong, the whole ward might fail.

All he could do was hope he’d gotten it right.

Hugh took another deep breath and channeled his mana into the tap.

 

Sabae moved back and forth between watching Hugh draw, watching the approaching storm, and watching the pursuing pirate ships. They were trapped between a rocky shore and a stormy sea here— move too far from the storm, the pirates closed in; move away from them, risk the storm. Until Hugh finished that ward, they were the next best thing to dead in the water.

She watched Hugh finish the odd circle jutting farther into the deck, take a deep breath, and then place his finger into its center— and then it lit up. 

Light raced through the chalk lines around the ship, glowing unbelievably brightly. Thin wisps of white light began to rise from them, rapidly congealing into a curtain that arched over their heads, intersecting the top of the mainmast. As it thickened and solidified, the buffeting wind and noise seemed to die down inside the ward. Sabae noticed that the ward was distinctly weaker at the back, allowing a fixed amount of wind in for the sails.

Everyone on deck looked around in shock, like none of them really expected the ward to work. They were all silent for a few moments.

Finally, Captain Solon broke the silence. “Hard to port. We’re heading into the storm.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

Sandstorm

 

Compared to the Moonless Owl’s previous turns, this one seemed slow and cumbersome, as though the ship itself feared to enter the storm. Hugh kept his hand on the mana tap as they accelerated. It wasn’t strictly necessary for him to touch it to channel his mana into it, but Hugh did it anyways.

Where before they couldn’t approach directly at all, except at a wide angle, now they seemed to be rushing head-on into the storm. The harder the wind buffeted against them, the faster they seemed to pull forwards.

Behind them, the pirates seemed to hesitate, then they slowly turned away, unwilling to follow the seemingly insane merchants.

The storm rushed at them at terrifying speed, now that they weren’t running in front of it any longer. As they moved farther and farther towards the cloudwall, the ship shook harder and harder, slowing as it forced its way directly into the wind. Even with Hugh’s ward pulling them forwards, the wind resistance against their hull was hard to overcome.

As they plunged forwards into the storm, the dunes once more seemed to dissolve around them in the wind. The Owl shuddered and shook like it was about to fall apart. At one point the sand blew out from under the hull, and the whole ship fell several feet straight down, knocking over half the crew on deck and staggering the rest.

The sun stayed disconcertingly bright and cheerful until they were nearly into the storm. Finally, the choking sand and dust began to dim the light ahead of them as they approached the base of the stormwall.

Hugh tried to swallow, but he found his throat completely dry. 

The Owl passed into the storm, and the world went dark.

 

Hugh couldn’t see anything at all, at first. He could only hear the thunderous howl of the storm, the shaking of the ship, cracks and creaks from the masts, and, almost entirely drowned out by the rest, the shouting of the crew. 

The Owl was shaking so badly Hugh could hardly lift himself to his hands and knees.

Ever so slowly, Hugh’s eyes adjusted to the murky darkness, and began to make things out in the dim light of his ward. 

The crew desperately clutched onto lines, masts, and whatever else they could clutch. The pilot was only on his feet by virtue of holding onto the ship’s wheel— not, at this point, that Hugh really suspected the ship’s rudders were really doing much to steer them.

Beyond the wards, he could see blowing, swirling sand for a few feet, and then nothing at all.

Hugh felt abruptly fatigued, and looked inwards. His mana reservoirs were draining far, far more quickly than he had anticipated— the winds inside the storm were far more powerful than he’d imagined. There was nothing to do but hold on for as long as he could.

Suddently, Hugh’s vision vanished in a flash of light. He cried out in fear, but couldn’t even hear himself over the din of the storm and an abrupt rumble.

Lightning. It had been lightning. Slowly, Hugh’s vision cleared, and he saw that the ship was untouched. The lightning had been nearby, but not close enough to strike the ship.

In the distance, lightning struck several more times. That was the closest Hugh came to having any idea where the ground lay— for all he could see, there was no world other than the swirling sand around them. He looked behind them, but there was no trace of the sun in the sky, nor did Hugh have any idea of whether they’d kept to their course or not.

Hugh felt a hand on his shoulder. He turned to see Sabae, also on her hands and knees, looking at him with concern.

“Are you alright?” she shouted in his ear.

“I’m fine!” Hugh shouted back. “I’m just worried about how long I can maintain the ward! I built it so that anyone could channel into it through this mana tap, though, so we can take turns!”

Sabae nodded, then shouted back in his ear. “I’ll pass the word around!” She crawled off towards a cluster of nearby crewmembers.

Hugh took a deep breath, trying to focus on the ward and not the storm around him.

 

Godrick gently patted Talia’s back as she retched miserably. Despite being below decks the whole time, he knew he could pinpoint exactly the moment they’d entered the actual storm— what they’d gone through before was nothing compared to the shaking and howling they were feeling now. 

They’d been going for hours, now, and the storm had never quieted long enough for a conversation. There had been momentary lulls here and there, but that was all. 

At one point, Godrick had staggered out into the hallway to see if he could help on deck, but two of the Radhan sailors were guarding the hatch to ensure that no one else opened it— in case the ward collapsed, the only chance of survival for the people inside the ship was keeping all hatches shut.

When Godrick had asked about the “else” part of “no one else”, the answer he received was, unsurprisingly, that Alustin had already gone up onto deck some time ago, somehow distracting the guards and slipping past them.

More than once the ship had fallen unsupported— whether ramping off the side of a dune, having it collapse out from under them, or even being carried a distance up into the air by the wind, Godrick couldn’t begin to say.

So he just waited, comforting Talia in her misery by the light of his lonely little cantrip.

 

Their entrance into the storm was an abrupt, terrifying affair, but their exit was a gradual one. They’d spent an unknown number of hours in the storm. 

Hugh had kept funneling power into the ward the whole time, running his reservoirs nearly empty again and again. Others contributed as much as they could, taking the strain off him, but most of the Radhan mages were still exhausted from the battle and the chase. Sabae did what she could as well, and though her mana reservoirs were considerably larger than average, she still found herself drained quite quickly. 

They gave him as much time to rest and refill his reservoirs as they could, but Hugh felt almost entirely wrung out and bone tired just a few hours into the nightmarish trip, long before they were out.

Even with all that, the ward still would have failed, without Alustin. The librarian mage had appeared on deck what felt like a couple hours into the storm, just when it seemed they couldn’t maintain the ward any longer. 

Alustin had crawled over to the mana tap, seemingly without anyone needing to tell him anything. (Hugh suspected Alustin had been scrying events on deck the whole time.) It was then that Hugh realized the difference between his mana reservoirs and those of a fully trained battle mage.

Hugh’s reservoirs might be impressive- two to three times larger than those of the average student mage— but Alustin’s mana reservoirs were, apparently, many times more than that in size. He was able to maintain the wards unassisted for several hours after coming on deck, giving all the other mages time to recuperate.

It also helped that the aether was considerably thicker inside the sandstorm— approaching the density of Skyhold at times.

Unlike the wind shield, Hugh’s ward actually blocked lightning bolts— but each time one hit, it drained an immense amount of mana from the mage powering the ward. They had to be careful to always keep extra mages nearby, just in case.

The first sign that they were beginning to pass through the storm was the sun. Hugh saw a faint red dot in the sky, and it took him quite some time to realize that the sun was starting to peek through the storm. When he turned to tell Sabae, he realized that he could actually hear himself a little more than he could before, though he still needed to yell.

Gradually, the sun grew brighter and brighter, and the storm around them was illuminated with an angry red glow. The lightning grew less frequent, and eventually the red began to fade to orange, then a pale amber.

Then, almost before they knew it, the sky was blue again, and the world had changed from night to late afternoon.

Hugh turned around to look for the storm. From behind it resembled nothing so much as an immense golden cloud resting on the ground- wispy and peaceful looking, as deceptive as that might be.

“We’re out!” he said to Sabae. His voice still sounded muted, but from the ringing in his ears, not the howl of the gale. 

“I noticed,” Sabae said wryly.

Hugh called out to Captain Solon. “Is it safe to drop the ward?”

The captain looked contemplatively back at the storm. “It should be, aye.”

Hugh, with a deep sigh of relief, stopped channeling mana into the tap. The ward dissolved into motes of white light that drifted gently upwards before vanishing.

Hugh laid back down on the deck, closed his eyes, and enjoyed the sun on his face. He was asleep in seconds.

 

Captain Solon had ordered the ship to a halt while Hugh was sleeping so that everyone could rest. The captain seemed more exhausted than anyone except Hugh himself— using the cutlass apparently took quite a bit out of him. 

They didn’t even know where they were, and it seemed the odds of the pirates finding them again were low, but a watch was set nonetheless.

Deila had come up on deck and woken Hugh from his slumber before he got sunburned— “Hardly a fitting reward for the hero of the day,” as she put it. The old woman made Hugh eat a quick meal in the galley— which was wrecked from the storm, pots and pans everywhere—  then sent him to his room to sleep. Talia was curled up in Godrick’s bunk, and Godrick was nowhere to be seen. Hugh was too tired to wonder where he’d gone, though, and instead just struggled to climb up into his bunk. He didn’t even remember falling asleep.

Hugh slept for more than half a day, not waking again until the next morning was close to over. The ship was still motionless, but he could hear voices and activity around the ship. He got up to see what had been going on around the ship and found he was alone in the cabin.

Amazingly, no lives had been lost during the battle— there had been several sailors badly wounded, but all would heal in time. 

The Moonless Owl had taken a lot of damage during the battle, and the storm had only made it worse. It had stripped the varnish from much of the ship, leaving it battered and splintered. The falls and drops the sandship had also taken during the storm had Captain Solon worried, so the Radhan wood mages were poring over every inch of the structure of the ship, healing any cracks or weaknesses they found.

The cargo, even as bound down as it was, had been badly jostled around, so many of the other Radhan who weren’t resting were busy inventorying and repacking it. On any other ship, Avah had told Hugh, the captain would need to be there to make sure the sailors didn’t steal anything, but everyone on this ship was family. The Radhan didn’t steal from each other.

That comment from Avah hadn’t just been a passing one— as he wandered about the ship, Avah took quite a few opportunities to talk to him, both about the activity on the ship and how amazing his ward had been, despite her being below decks for the entire storm. Hugh definitely didn’t have any complaints about that.

Alustin, apparently, had taken the other apprentices off the ship for some training, but he had left orders for Hugh to rest and take it easy. Hugh couldn’t say he minded too much.

The elderly cook had only cleaned up some of the mess in the galley when Hugh wandered down to get something to eat, but he gladly took a break from cleaning to praise Hugh and whip him up a quick meal. It was some sort of finely chopped meat mixed with vegetables, all wrapped up in thick flatbread, and just as heavily spiced as everything else Hugh had eaten onboard. He was just finishing it when Avah came running down into the galley.

“Hugh, your sphinx is here!” she said.

Hugh stood up and brushed bits of food off his uniform. “I’m more Kanderon’s human than she is my sphinx— I don’t think she’d appreciate that description.” He strode out of the galley, flashing Avah a shy smile on his way out.

So much for taking it easy and resting.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

Sunburn

 

“But why do they only use crossbows?” Talia demanded. “Crossbows are terrible!”

“They’re also much, much easier to train with,” Alustin said, “and easier to store onboard a ship. It takes years to master a longbow, and anyone can just pick up and use a crossbow with a relatively small amount of training.”

Godrick trudged through the sand behind Talia and Sabae. Alustin walked in front, facing back towards the apprentices. Godrick had no idea how Alustin was walking up a dune backwards without falling over.

Talia tripped in the sand, falling to her knees again. She’d done that about every twenty or thirty feet, and Godrick reached down and pulled her to her feet automatically at this point. 

“Why do we need to walk this far?” Talia demanded. “In sand, at that. Sand is terrible, you can’t walk in it, it feels awful, and it gets everywhere. And the sun and the heat don’t help anything, either.” 

Godrick rather liked the heat. And he minded sand a lot less now that he had learned a spell to firm it up while walking on it.

Sabae glanced back at Godrick and rolled her eyes. This was a bit much even for Talia, but Godrick couldn’t say he blamed her— she’d had a fairly awful couple of weeks on the ship.

“Like I said, we’re here for some important lessons.”

“I don’t…” Talia started.

“Lessons in what, exactly?” Sabae interjected.

Alustin crested the top of the sand dune and looked around for a moment while the others made it to the top. Godrick, who had been carrying a pack of water and assorted other supplies, gratefully dropped it onto the sand, along with his sledgehammer. This was the tallest dune around for some distance, though he still couldn’t make out the Moonless Owl from here. 

Godrick could also smell something… metallic. His sense of smell had been massively improved by his scent affinity— that was, apparently, normal for any sensory affinity. Sound affinities gained improved hearing, for instance, and he suspected that Alustin’s vision had been improved by his farseeing affinity.

Alustin took off his huge, floppy hat. Godrick had no idea where the mage had gotten it from, but he’d been wearing it when they set out from the sandship earlier. 

“Lessons in practical ecology,” Alustin said, then he fell over backwards, sprawling out into the sand. He shifted position a few times to get comfortable, and then dropped his hat atop his face.

“Ah’m not sure exactly what that’s supposed ta mean,” Godrick said. 

The scent had grown significantly stronger.

“It means,” said Alustin from beneath his hat, “that we’re about to be attacked by one of the more unusual predators of the Endless Erg. I recommend you all duck.”

“What?” Talia asked.

The smell was much stronger now, and…

Godrick’s eyes widened, and he tackled Talia and Sabae to the ground. He felt the wind from the passage of something huge above him as he did so.

“What was that for?” Talia yelled.

Godrick scooped up his sledgehammer and climbed to his feet. Fifty feet away, something that looked like a massively oversized sunling with claw-tipped tentacles trailing from its edges circled around the dune, regaining altitude for another dive.

“That,” said Alustin, who hadn’t moved at all, “is a sunwing, which is a terrible name, given how easy it is to confuse with sunling. The two sounded nothing alike in the language they were originally named in, apparently. Thankfully, they’re more often referred to as sunmaws these days. Still an awful name, but much easier to distinguish.”

The sunmaw turned in flight, giving Godrick a glimpse of a massive, circular mouth lined with jagged teeth. The leaf-shaped creature had to be at least fifteen feet long, and eight feet across.

“Like the sunlings, they rely primarily on the light of the sun, but unlike the sunlings, sunmaws like to supplement their diet with meat. They don’t need to eat often, but it seems now is one of those times.”

Godrick doubted that timing was a coincidence.

Talia hurled a series of dreamfire bolts at the creature. Most of them missed, but a couple hit— and did nothing.

The apprentices all stared in shock.

“Oh, and they’re quite magic resistant, as well.” Alustin said. “They seem to create turbulence in the aether around them. I’m guessing it’s somehow related to the aether harvesting sunlings do, since sunmaws are clearly close relatives.”

Godrick rolled his shoulders and adjusted his grip on his sledgehammer. “Ah don’t think that’d be especially effective against mah hammer.”

“How are you going to hit it?” Talia asked. She’d pulled a shard of bone out of a pouch, and was staring intently at the sunmaw.

“I have an idea,” Sabae said. She’d begun spinning wind armor around herself. “Talia, I’m going to need you to blind it. Dreamfire might not be able to hit it, but it should be able to distract it.” 

Talia glanced at Sabae,and then at the shard of bone in her hand. She nodded, and slowly put the shard away.

“Godrick, I’m going to bring the sunmaw down to the ground. When I do, I’m going to need you to hit it with your hammer. A lot.” 

“That ah can do,” Godrick said. He grinned.

“Here it comes!” Talia said.

The sunmaw had regained enough altitude, and had turned back towards the group again.

“How are yeh plannin’ ta get it on tha ground, Sabae?” Godrick asked.

“Well, I have been learning those new movement techniques,” Sabae said.

“You’re terrible at those!” Talia said.

“I can do it this time,” Sabae said.

“Ah have an idea, hold up a second,” Godrick said. He envisioned the spellform to temporarily firm up sand, and channeled mana into it.

“There, now yeh should have a better spot ta jump from,” Godrick said.

Sabae tested it and nodded.

Talia had manifested a large bolt of dreamfire between her hands, which was steadily growing it in size. Sabae’s wind armor had thickened and sped up around her legs. Godrick tightened his grip on his sledgehammer.

“Alright— On three,” Sabae said. “One, two, and… three!”

Talia launched the dreamfire bolt straight at the sunmaw. Before it came too close to the creature, it detonated in a bright burst of sparks.

Sabae leapt, releasing a massive burst of air as she did so. It hurled her twenty feet into the air, then thirty. The burst of wind knocked Talia over entirely, sent Alustin’s hat flying off his face, and actually staggered Godrick a little.

Unfortunately, Sabae went flying off in the completely wrong direction.

Godrick was about to throw himself to the ground as well, since Sabae’s plan had failed, but then he realized that the burst of dreamfire had caused the sunmaw to drop considerably in altitude. Instead, he pulled back his hammer and envisioned a spellform. This was the first one his da had taught him— it amplified the momentum of any already moving piece of steel. In this case, Godrick’s hammer.

Godrick felt the momentum spell collapse as the hammer approached the creature, but it had already done its job. The sledgehammer hit the sunmaw in the face like an avalanche. 

Godrick found himself thrown entirely off his feet, dazed and winded. He pulled himself into a sitting position to see Talia run up onto the belly of the upside down sunmaw, lying atop the dune with them. She had a chunk of bone in her hand that was rapidly growing in size and glowing an ominous orange color. 

Talia tossed the bone chunk, which tumbled through the air towards the creature’s mouth. Godrick thought it would miss, but it bounced off the edge and tumbled in between the gnashing teeth. As it drew close to the creature, Godrick could see the bone’s growth become chaotic and irregular, but it didn’t stop. 

Talia, meanwhile, had thrown herself to the side, narrowly tumbling off the creature between two flailing tentacles. 

For a moment nothing happened. Then, with a wet ripping sound, the creature’s abdomen tore open, spraying ichor up into the air and all over Talia.

Godrick pulled himself to his feet, and then looked around for Sabae. He walked in the direction she’d been heading, and saw a long furrow leading down the dune. Sabae was standing at the bottom of it, trying to brush sand out of her pale hair.

“And that,” called Alustin down to Sabae, brushing off sand from his hat, which he’d recovered while Godrick wasn’t looking, “is why you don’t count on suddenly mastering a technique in the middle of battle that’s been giving you trouble, just because you need it all of a sudden. Improvising using already learned techniques is to be encouraged, but learning mid-battle? Not so much.”

“You’re teaching Hugh to do that exact same thing!” Sabae shouted back.

“No,” Alustin said, “I’m teaching him a set of skills that he can easily improvise with. It’s the difference between knowing how to use a tool for a lot of different tasks and having a lot of tools for different tasks that you don’t know how to use.”

“Now,” said Alustin, turning to Godrick. “We’re going to need to flip over the sunmaw. The sun harvesting scales on its back are quite prized by enchanters.”

“I really, really hate the desert,” Talia said, futilely trying to wipe off the ichor.

 

Kanderon was waiting for Hugh about a half-mile away from the ship, patiently reading a book as he trudged out into the sand. The sphinx tucked the book away into a fold in space as Hugh clambered atop the sand dune nearest to her. His climb wasn’t particularly aided by the clumsy spells he had helping him support his bracelets, and the bracelets kept catching on the spellbook slung over his shoulder.

“It seems you’ve had quite the adventurous couple of days, Hugh,” she said.

Hugh nodded. Kanderon said nothing for a few seconds, and then she raised an eyebrow. Hugh realized she wanted him to recount everything that had happened, and he did so.

When he’d finished, Kanderon nodded thoughtfully. “Well, at least your wardcrafting skills continue to improve at a reasonable pace. How are your crystal affinity skills advancing?”

“I’ve figured out some simple spells that help me move the bracelets, but they’re as likely to knock me off balance as they are to hold them up,” Hugh said.

“Draw the spellforms in the sand,” Kanderon said.

Hugh did so, and Kanderon examined them carefully.

“These are hardly simple, Hugh. There are enough extraneous lines in them for controlling unwanted movement that I’d be annoyed having to envision them all day long.”

“So what should I be doing, then?”

Kanderon contemplated that for a time.

“If I had my way about it, I’d leave you to batter away at the problem, but I’m not going to be around to teach you for a while.”

“Why not?” Hugh asked.

“Theras Tel and its environs are the territory of Indris Stormbreaker. I avoid entering her territory without permission, just as she avoids Skyhold without mine.”

Hearing that Kanderon and Indris Stormbreaker, the legendary dragon queen of Theras Tel had some sort of standoff was immediately humbling to Hugh. Even in Emblin they’d told tales of Indris. He’d known Kanderon was incredibly powerful, but…

“So while we have this opportunity, I suggest we get to work,” Kanderon said. She reached out with a claw and delicately began to draw a spellform in the sand.

“This is the spell you will use to move your aether crystal bracelets more easily.”

It looked like no spellform Hugh had ever seen. The foundation line was curved with waves in it, rather than angular, and he recognized almost none of the other lines. It was one of the most complex, difficult spells he had ever seen.

“I’m supposed to hold this in my mind all day? This is far more difficult than the spells I’ve been using.”

Kanderon shook her head slightly in amusement. “You won’t need to hold this spell. It will establish a constant link between your mana reservoirs and the aether crystal. You’ll have to manually turn off that link with another spellform.” She quickly sketched out another, much simpler spellform in the sand. 

Hugh noticed that both the original spellform and the new one she was drawing were holding much more stable than you’d expect from sand, and when he touched the first spellform, it didn’t give— Kanderon had partly fused the sand into crystal.

“Copy these down into your spellbook, Hugh.”

Hugh sat down and carefully did so, then turned it around so Kanderon could inspect his drawings. She took her time doing so, and Hugh was much more aware than usual of how enormous the sphinx was, with her face only a couple feet away from Hugh’s.

“Acceptable,” Kanderon said. “Now, very carefully envision this spellform and cast the spell. Do not get this wrong, or it could end quite disastrously.” 

Hugh swallowed and nodded. Kanderon was not the type to give idle warnings. He carefully began envisioning the spellform in his mind’s eye. It was even more difficult than he anticipated, since he had grown accustomed to assembling spellforms from scratch in his head, rather than merely memorizing their shapes like most mages. He had no idea how the construction of this spellform worked, so he merely had to replicate what was on the page, like the greenest student.

After what felt like ages, he had the spellform assembled to his satisfaction. Hugh took a deep breath and began channeling mana from his reservoirs into it. To his shock, the instant he poured a little in, his reservoirs opened like floodgates, pouring mana into the spell at an astonishing rate. He desperately tried to control the flow, but the mana just kept pouring out.

Finally, the rate slowed to a trickle, and his reservoirs began to refill at a much slower rate than usual, counterbalanced by the continuous trickle of mana. Hugh followed that trickle with his mind, and…

He could feel the bracelets. Not around his wrists, but as though they were an extension of his nerves. As though they were part of him.

Hugh didn’t realize he’d spoken aloud until Kanderon answered him. “This spell is known as a proprioceptive link. It is an extension of the same sense that allows you to touch your nose or elbow with your eyes closed. Rather than having to manually adjust the spells holding much of the weight, you should automatically channel mana to the aether crystal to move it. Give it a shot.”

Hugh nodded and slowly moved his arm. He could feel the mana traveling through the crystal as it effortlessly moved along with his arm. The mana wasn’t pulling the aether crystal in the fashion his muscles pulled his limbs, it was more like… it was holding the bracelets in relative position against his wrists.

He stood up and moved around a little bit more. He found that they hadn’t become weightless, and there was still some resistance, but they were actually moving!

“The spell doesn’t actually support that much of the weight yet. It merely distributes it over your body, so you’ll still gain the physical benefits of wearing them,” Kanderon explained. “As your bond with the crystal grows, the spell will become more and more a part of it, and it will be entirely locked in when you cast the spell that seals them to you. As an added benefit, the mana to control it won’t come from your mana reservoirs, but rather from the mana you convert as you’re refilling those reservoirs. Most mages only convert mana from the aether when refilling their reservoirs, but you’ll be doing it constantly now. It’ll result in even more massive growth in your mana capacity, at the cost of slower refilling.”

A sudden suspicion came over Hugh. “How was I supposed to develop a spell to do this? I didn’t even know that a prioperceptive...”

“Proprioceptive,” Kanderon corrected.

“I didn’t even know that a proprioceptive link was possible,” Hugh said. “How was I supposed to solve this problem.

Kanderon smiled broadly. “You weren’t. It was an exercise in problem solving and spellcraft. It might not have led you to a correct solution, but you most certainly pushed your skill forwards quite a bit.”

Hugh was not the biggest fan of Kanderon’s methods sometimes.

“Now it’s time for training. I hope your dodging has improved.”

Hugh really, really wasn’t the biggest fan of Kanderon’s training methods.

 

To Hugh’s shock, he dodged the majority of crystals Kanderon fired at him, and blocked most of the rest with his bracers. He’d still have a few bruises, but fewer than usual.

“Is it the proprioceptive link letting me dodge?” he asked Kanderon. “It feels oddly like it.” 

“No, the link only works with your aether crystal. What you’re describing is your affinity sense finally maturing. It seems your mind is interpreting the new stimuli proprioceptively as well. Not the most common method, but hardly the rarest, either. Alustin’s affinity senses work that way as well.”

“Do yours, Master?”

Kanderon gave Hugh an appraising look, as if considering whether or not to answer. “No, mine do not. My mind interprets my affinity sense in the same manner that my kind feels changes in air pressure while flying.”

Hugh couldn’t even imagine what that would feel like.

Kanderon glanced up at the sun. “I must leave soon, but I have one more thing to teach you before we go. Do you have the volume of crystal spellforms I gave you?”

Hugh nodded, and he pulled the thin, hand-sized volume from his trouser pocket.

“Turn to the third from last page.”

Hugh did so. He’d looked at all the spellforms in the book already, but mostly just in passing, paying more attention to their descriptions in hope of finding one that helped him move the bracelets. This one, notably, lacked any description or name beyond two words: “Pattern linking.”

The spellform itself seemed strange to Hugh. It wasn’t especially complicated, but its shape was… 

Hugh blinked as he realized that it somewhat resembled a far, far simpler version of the prioperceptive link, at least in regards to the foundation line. The other lines made no sense to Hugh whatsoever.

“This, Hugh, is the spell I’ve been using to grow the crystals below the sand. It is, in fact, the only spell I use to grow crystals at all, or to shape them, or to bind them together, so long as they’re crystals of the same type.”

“How’s that possible?” Hugh asked.

“The pattern linking spellform lets you focus mana through your affinity senses directly into the pattern. It then… Making it grow is the wrong way to describe it. It alters the conditions around the pattern so that the pattern grows, as a crystal does in a solution.”

Hugh still felt puzzled, and Kanderon seemed to see that in his face. She frowned, then reached out into her invisible fold in space again. She rummaged around for a time, then smiled and pulled out a dense tome. She tossed it on the ground in front of Hugh.

The book, On the Nature and Growth of Crystalline Solids, appeared to be made entirely of crystal itself. Even the pages appeared to be opaque crystals the shape and thickness of sheets of paper. Despite their thinness, Hugh gained the impression that he wouldn’t be able to break the pages with his hands even if he wanted to. And even being made of crystal, it was hardly much heavier than Hugh would expect a normal book of that size to be.

Hugh picked up and opened the book, to see it filled with tiny text, intricate diagrams, and highly technical vocabulary.

He groaned slightly to himself.

“The fundamental philosophy behind much of crystal attuned spellcasting is one of making spellforms unnecessary,” Kanderon said. “Spellforms may be the most easily accessible method of shaping mana for humans and most other sentients, but it’s far from the only method. Crystal attuned mages have, over the centuries, developed methods to use as few spellforms as possible, as well as making the ones we do use as versatile as possible.”

“Like the formless casting Sabae uses?” Hugh asked.

“Very similar, at least philosophically,” Kanderon said. “Most battlemages seek out one method or another of reducing their reliance on spellforms. Formless casting is among the most common of methods— though not in the way Sabae does it— but there are quite a few other ways as well. It’s one of the reasons there are so few mages trained to improvise spellforms, as Alustin is training you to do— finding ways around spellforms or ways to minimize them is usually just easier.”

“Won’t my spellform improvisation be useless with crystal affinity spells, then?”

Kanderon snorted, sending a cloud of sand at Hugh. “Not in the slightest. Most of the crystal spellforms in that first book operate under the same basic spellform construction principles Alustin taught you in the first place. You’ll be able to devise variants and new versions of those to your heart’s content. As for the more versatile crystal affinity spells, such as pattern linking, I will consider teaching you how to alter and design spells like that someday.”

“Just consider it?” Hugh said. 

Kanderon narrowed her eyes, and her pupils started shifting towards slits.

“Master,” Hugh added quickly. Kanderon was fine answering as many questions about the material she would teach as Hugh wanted, but she was, for all her patience, less than fond of having her decisions questioned in the slightest.

Kanderon’s eyes slowly went back to normal. “I will consider teaching you these things if, and only if, you display both a sufficient mastery of spell improvisation, your crystal attunement, and a certain degree of maturity I seldom encounter in any human, let alone in ones your age. Meddling with the structure of these spells is considerably more dangerous than the spellform improvisation you have done so far.”

Hugh nodded acceptance. Kanderon seldom sheltered Hugh from danger, so if she really thought it was too risky, it was probably absurdly so.

“Now, Hugh— it’s time for you to grow your first quartz crystal from the sand.”

It only took three hours for Hugh to succeed at growing his first crystal. It was ugly, lumpy, and weirdly colored, but Hugh stored it in his belt-pouch like it was the greatest of treasures.

Unfortunately, however, Deila’s kindness in preventing Hugh from getting sunburnt went to waste. Kanderon merely told Hugh that he wouldn’t have gotten sunburned if he had learned faster, and took off in a blast of wind and sand.

 

As Sabae and the others trudged back to the ship, they were just in time to see Kanderon off. While Alustin and Kanderon spoke, the apprentices compared sunburns.

By acclaim, Talia’s was by far the most impressive. All of them were miserable. Sabae and Godrick’s darker skin had protected them a bit more than the other two, but even he still winced whenever he shifted the pack on his back.

They traded stories about their training sessions and the sunbeast on the way back to the sandship. Alustin had put them to training for most of the day after the sunbeast attack. Sabae had drilled in her movement techniques for the entire day, and she was sore and covered with sand from crashing into the ground again and again, even with her wind armor.

Still, by the end of the day she had started to be able to consistently travel in the general direction she wanted to. Precise trajectories were still out of her reach, as were landings any more graceful than a full crash, but she felt far less frustrated than she had before.

When they got to the ship, Sabae could hear voices, but she couldn’t make out anything they were saying. She frowned, wondering if she’d hurt her ears somehow, but as they ascended the ship’s ramp, she realized that the voices were speaking in a different language. 

When she climbed off the ramp onto the deck, she spotted Irrick and another crewmember talking to each other, looking like they were gossiping. Both of the sailors were only a couple years older than Sabae, and Irrick looked quite pleased about something. They froze the instant they saw Alustin and the apprentices, a look of fear in their eyes.

“Idiots!” someone shouted. Sabae glanced over to spot Delia storming over to the two. “You know better than to…” 

Delia glanced at the apprentices and closed her mouth. She grabbed the two sailors by the ears and hauled them below decks, the two trailing behind the little old woman like leaves in a storm.

“What just happened?” Sabae asked Alustin. She noticed that Hugh was staring at the ground again in that way he did when he thought he was in trouble. Or when he was feeling shy. Or anxious.

Alustin removed his floppy hat and began to fold it. “The Radhan are forbidden by custom from speaking their language around outsiders. It was one of the only languages on the continent other than Ithonian to survive the Ithonian Empire’s purges. You’re not in trouble at all, the responsibility lies with the sailors for speaking it with you around.”

“The what?” asked Sabae.

Alustin raised his eyebrows at them. “Have none of you heard of the language purges?”

Everyone shook their head.

“Well, that’s a lamentable gap in your educations,” Alustin said. His face grew more serious than usual. “It was one of the main tools the Ithonians used to cement their rule— they’d eliminate the languages of other peoples on the continent, making them far easier to dominate.”

“Did they make laws against speaking the languages or something?” Hugh asked. He’d relaxed quite a bit when he realized no-one was mad at them, though he was still a little tense.

“No, I was speaking literally when I said they eliminated them. They actually destroyed the languages themselves. The Ithonians weren’t the most inventive lot— they mostly adopted the technologies and magics of other cultures, though they usually perfected them beyond what the originators had. One of the few things they mastered on their own were language affinities and attunements. We have no idea how they did it— it’s one of those affinities that no one is born with, and can only be developed deliberately, like planar affinities. They took the secrets of how to develop language attunements to their grave as a civilization. They used the language attunements to develop countless strange spells, but the most powerful of them was known simply as the tongue eater. It was an insanely difficult piece of grand magic, taking dozens or hundreds of mages to cast each time, but when it was cast, the spell would, well, begin to eat the language it was targeted at.”

Sabae raised her eyebrow. She’d read countless tales from the days of the Ithonian Empire when she was young, and she’d never heard of anything like this.

“The Ithonians cast it again and again on other cultures. Destroying a language did more than just force people to speak Ithonian. It seemed to… disembowel the cultures that lost their languages. Their customs, traditions, and histories just began falling apart. It’s as if a vital part of their culture was lost this way. Interestingly, civilizations that had joined the Ithonians before they developed the tongue eater didn’t have their cultures fall apart the same way, even when their own languages were destroyed— it was as if culture can transmit between languages, but takes time to do so.”

Alustin’s face grew even more serious. “That wasn’t all, though. Anyone who only spoke a language targeted by the tongue eater lost language entirely, and they became little more than feral beasts. No one was ever capable of teaching them another language after they lost it. And people who had learned Ithonian, but lost their first language to the tongue eater… they were lessened, somehow. They became less intelligent, less motivated, and more obedient. It was as if they’d had some vital spark of life taken from them. Many mages afflicted this way, interestingly, often lost some of their attunements, or even all of them.”

Sabae gulped. She’d never heard of anything capable of removing an attunement from a mage before.

“This wasn’t even close to the only weapon the Ithonians had in their arsenal of terrifying magics, but it was almost certainly the most effective. It’s part of why almost everyone on the continent of Ithos speaks Ithonian today— that, and they seem to have somehow used the language attunements to make Ithonian more stable, and less prone to changing over time. The Radhan only kept their language alive by hiding it, and making the Ithonians think they’d willingly adopted their language entirely. The tradition has become part of their culture to this day— they speak Ithonian around strangers, but only Radhan among themselves.”

Alustin stretched. “Now, I’m sure you’ve had enough lessons for the day— go get something to eat.”

Alustin strode across the deck to confer with Captain Solon as the apprentices filed below decks. They could hear Delia shouting somewhere below them, but they were all silent for a time. Sabae had never even thought about it before, but given the stories she’d heard about the profusion of languages on other continents, it did seem strange that she would speak the same language as Hugh, Talia, and Godrick, all of whom came from regions hundreds or thousands of miles away.

Talia cleared her throat. “Sabae…”

“Yes?”

“Is there any chance you could use your healing affinity of yours on our sunburns?”

Sabae looked around. “I’m not supposed to use it until I get more training.”

She opened the door to her and Talia’s cabin and quietly gestured for the others to go in.

She might not be supposed to use it, but that was for fear of messing up on a serious injury— she’d caused nearly as much damage as she’d fixed when she’d healed Godrick in the labyrinth. 

A sunburn, however, should be relatively straightforward, based on what she’d been reading on healing, and what she remembered her father telling her.

And there was no way she’d be letting herself or her friends walk around in this much pain for days.

Sabae was buying a hat the instant they arrived in Theras Tel.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

Theras Tel

 

They saw their first dragon a day out from Theras Tel.

The storm had driven the Moonless Owl farther off course than anticipated— after repairs were finished, they had a four and a half day trip to the desert city. 

The days passed much more quickly, now that Hugh wasn’t hiding in his room. The apprentices spent most of their free time with Avah. Hugh, to his own surprise, managed to not make an idiot out of himself too much with her. He did notice that Godrick had grown much more comfortable with Avah since they’d talked to Sabae— probably not least due to Sabae usually sitting in between them.

For most of the crew and passengers, they were pleasant days as well, especially once Alustin informed them that he could no longer scry the pirates within his range. 

The exceptions, of course, were Talia (thanks to her seasickness) and Irrick and the other sailor, thanks to their ongoing assignment to all the worst jobs on the ship.

The dragon didn’t come particularly close to them— you had to squint to even see it wasn’t a bird— but Hugh had never even seen a dragon from a distance before. He was standing in the prow with Avah when it flew overhead, while Godrick and Sabae grabbed lunch for them to share on deck. (Which had been a suggestion of Sabae’s.)

“Is that Indris?” he asked.

“Doesn’t look like it,” Avah replied. “I don’t think it’s big enough, and she doesn’t leave Theras Tel that often. It’s probably one of her children— they do most of the work patrolling the area around the city. There are supposed to be dozens of them still living in the city.” 

She turned back to the sand she held in her hand, and began trying to craft a sandcastle out of it. The spell she was using, however, tended just to make a vaguely castle shaped lump.

“How can you tell? It’s so far away,” Hugh said.

“I can’t for sure,” Avah said, “I’m just guessing. Indris is supposed to be over two hundred feet long, though.”

Hugh blinked. Kanderon was by far the biggest creature he had ever encountered before, and she was only around seventy-five feet long.

“Did you have dragons in Emblin?” Avah asked.

“Huh?” Hugh replied, and winced internally.

“When you all boarded, Alustin introduced you as Hugh of Emblin. I thought there weren’t any mages from Emblin.”

“Not… not really, no.” Hugh said.

“I’ve heard there’s no magic there at all,” Avah said.

“Not much of it, but a little,” Hugh said. “It’s an aether desert, so it’s hard for mages to convert any to mana.” 

He didn’t really want to talk about Emblin— people usually tended to make some unpleasant assumptions about him because of that, usually along the lines of his abilities as a mage.

“It would be awfully boring not to be able to do magic,” Avah said, as her spell failed to build a castle in her hand again. “Is that why you left?”

“Something like that,” Hugh said. Then, quickly, to forestall that line of questioning, he added, “and I’ve heard stories about dragons that live in the far reaches of Emblin’s mountains, but I think that was mostly my cousins trying to scare me. The only magical beasts I’ve heard of in Emblin are a few giant rats and spiders, and none of those are bigger than a dog.”

“Weird,” said Avah. Her sandcastle spell failed again.

“Can I see the spellform you’re using?” Hugh asked. He unlatched his spellbook, and opened it to a blank page. He pulled out a quill and ink for her to use.

Avah gave him a curious look, but she dumped her handful of sand over the railing and took the quill in hand. She spent a couple of minutes sketching out the complicated spellform.

“I can get it to work on the ground, but I’ve never been able to get it to work off the ground,” she admitted.

Hugh stared at the spellform. He didn’t understand a lot of the markings— some were pretty clearly specific to sand affinities, while others…

“Does it make the same castle every time, or do you have to envision it?” Hugh asked. He was fairly sure it was the latter— the former would take an absurd level of complexity to describe in the spellform, while the latter was the method used by illusionists and artists with countless different attunements. It wasn’t very mana efficient, but it worked.

“The same shape every time,” Avah said. “Otherwise, I’d just use a standard sandsculpting spell.”

Okay, so there was a lot going on with this spell that Hugh couldn’t understand. 

“Could you draw the standard sandsculpting spellform for me?” Hugh asked.

Avah gave him a bit of a weird look, but did so. It resembled Godrick’s stonesculpting spellform much more than it did the sandcastle spellform.

Hugh turned his attention back to the sandcastle spell, looking for the pieces he did recognize. Foundation line, definitive lines… there. There was a set of lines specifically describing the quantity of sand to be used. Since there wasn’t enough sand in Avah’s hand, the spell kept failing. 

Why was there such a strong quantity restriction on the sandsculpting spell? Maybe… Hugh shook his head, then he started drawing a new version.

And then stopped. 

Alustin had repeatedly warned him to never modify a spellform with pieces he didn’t understand. Every line of a spellform modified all the others, and the spell could react in unforeseen ways if Hugh wasn’t careful. 

Since Hugh was being trained to improvise new spellforms on the fly, this was doubly important— even Alustin, an exceptionally skilled spellcrafter, generally avoided improvising spellforms. He’d told Hugh he never would have even considered training him this way if he hadn’t seen Hugh already doing it with his wards untrained. (Though, admittedly, there had been a lot more to the situation than that.)

But… how impressed would Avah be if he fixed her spell right then and there? Hugh was on the verge of resuming drawing when he was thankfully interrupted by the return of Godrick and Sabae with lunch. They’d even managed to haul Talia back on deck with them.

 

 

Theras Tel was immense. The city was built into a plateau of volcanic stone that rose out of the sand with shocking abruptness— the massif was easily over a mile in height at its lowest point, and at least four miles in width. There was a noticeable slope to the top of the plateau— the south end was at least a mile taller than the north. 

The city itself flowed over the plateau like moss over a tree stump. Buildings stood atop any surface that was even the slightest bit closer to the horizontal than the vertical, and more buildings were carved into the very face of the cliff itself, descending at least a half mile downwards from the top. 

There were at least two dozen other sandships in sight, both leaving and arriving at Theras Tel. After the weeks in the Endless Erg, with the pirates the only other ships they’d seen, it was something of a shock.

Above the city wheeled four or five dragons, all a muted brown color. 

“How many people live here?” Hugh asked, a little breathless.

“Well over a million,” Alustin said. “It’s one of only six cities on Ithos this large, and is likely the greatest city in the southwest of the continent.”

Sabae coughed purposefully, raising her eyebrow at Alustin. All the apprentices and Avah were gathered with Alustin in the bow to watch the approach— even Talia was actually showing interest in something other than her own misery.

“Except, of course, with the possible exception of Ras Andis,” Alustin acknowledged. “Another of the six great cities.”

Sabae smiled faintly.

“How do they feed that many people?” Hugh asked.

“They grow quite a few mushrooms in the basements and caverns below the city, but the vast majority of their food is shipped in,” Alustin said. “The city spends an absolute fortune every day. If trade ever faltered, the city would collapse in weeks, if not days. And it’s all thanks to their wells— they’re the only source of water in hundreds of leagues, making them a vital stop on trading voyages across the Endless Erg.”

“And all the wells,” Sabae interrupted, “are owned by Indris, making her possibly the wealthiest individual on the continent.”

“How wealthy are we talkin’ about, here?” Godrick asked.

“Her yearly personal income is estimated by the staff of the Skyhold library as greater than the entire holdings of many individual city-states across the continent,” Alustin said.

Everyone was silent at that for a few moments as the city drew closer. The dunes shrank as they grew closer to the plateau, and the ride grew smoother.

The Owl slowed as they approached the city— apparently Indris’ government had rather strict rules about the speed at which sandships could travel in proximity to the city. It took them almost an hour to round the plateau and arrive at Theras Tel’s harbor.

During that hour, Alustin lectured them on the history and economics of Theras Tel— water might be the heart of their economy, but there were still vast fortunes coming from the mushroom farms, from the copper mines Theras Tel owned in another volcanic remnant forty leagues away, from the continual need for ship repairs, from the thriving trade in desert monsters— both from their salable parts, meat, and even live captures. According to Alustin, there were more different ways to make money in Theras Tel than there were mages at Skyhold.

Most of all, though, there were fortunes to be made in trade. Everything crossing the Endless Erg came here. Spices from the southern coast and other continents, wine and silk from Tsarnassus and its neighbors in the northeast of the continent, magical items from Skyhold, ironwork from Highvale, and even, to Hugh’s surprise, immense cargoes of lumber, wool, and dried fish from Emblin. Hugh had never realized it before, but Theras Tel was the single biggest buyer of Emblin’s exports— both for its own purposes, and for resale in farther ports.

Thanks to all this, Theras Tel’s coinage, apparently, was both the most stable and most valuable in the region. No matter the fluctuations of other currencies, Theras Tel’s coins always held their value.

During the hour, Avah continually interrupted Alustin, explaining points she’d felt he’d glossed over, adding details, and even arguing with him. It turned out that Avah had a passion for every sort of economic detail— she wasn’t just born into the life of a merchant, but was genuinely passionate about it.

The harbor on the north side of the plateau was every bit as impressive as the rest of the city. The natural indent in the side of the plateau was small in comparison to the rest of the massif, but it absolutely dwarfed the dozens and dozens of ships docked inside of it. 

Like Skyhold’s ports, there were a considerable number of permanent structures at ground level, and it still felt wrong to Hugh.

Still, though, it kept to the most important rule of ports— always build atop cliffs or something else tall near the sea, unless you wanted to be washed away. Even if this sea was made of sand without tides.

No roads led up the side of the massif— the only way up was via a series of massive lifts. Alustin told them how once they had been moved by muscle— both man and dragon— until Indris had spent a mind-bogglingly huge fortune investing in enchanting them. Most of the expense had come from making the huge lifts efficient enough not to overburden the aether around the city— while it was quite thick here, it didn’t even come close to the densities near Skyhold.

It took another half hour for the Owl to be guided into a docking spot— the harbor walls largely blocked the wind from entering, so the harbor mages created winds to guide ships around the harbor. Ship mages were strictly forbidden from doing so themselves.

Customs officials met them at the dock. Hugh didn’t pay much attention to them, watching other ships loading and unloading. After a couple minutes, though, Sabae started muttering under her breath in their direction.

“What’s going on?” Hugh said.

“They’re charging us a docking fee,” Sabae said.

“Don’t ports usually do that?” Hugh asked. Emblin’s small fishing ports certainly did.

Sabae shook her head. “Theras Tel doesn’t need to. They’ve always been a free port. They make more than enough money from water sales and tariffs to get by. So why are they charging us?”

“They are a free port, to everyone except the Radhan,” Avah said. “We’re the only ones they charge.”

“Why would the Radhan be the only ones charged docking fees?” Sabae asked, but Avah merely scowled, shook her head, and walked away to help prepare cargo for unloading.

Sabae turned to Hugh and shrugged.

 

The lift started upwards with a jerk. It was much quieter than Hugh would have expected— the only noises coming from it were the creaking of the cables and faint humming noises.

Alustin had quickly ushered all the apprentices onto the lift the instant he’d finished paying the docking fees for the sandship. No sense in sticking around waiting for another lift, apparently. 

Onboard the lift, they were joined by several merchants, a couple dockworkers, and a pile of crates and barrels, but the lift was large enough that they could have a corner to themselves out of anyone else’s earshot. 

“Alustin, why does Theras Tel charge the Radhan a docking fee?” Sabae asked.

Alustin smiled, then he walked over to the edge of the lift, leaning on the platform’s railing. 

“Look at all the newly docked ships and tell me what you see,” Alustin said.

Hugh and the others joined him at the railing. They’d already traveled a surprising distance up the cliff, giving them an excellent vantage.

Hugh stared out over the harbor. He saw ships docking, unloading, loading… but other than the differences in the designs of the ship, he couldn’t see anything that might cause the Radhan ships to be charged when others couldn’t.

“Sir, is it the design of the…” Hugh began, when Alustin interrupted him.

“How many times do I need to tell you that it’s not necessary to call me sir? Alustin is fine, Hugh.” The mage sighed. “And it’s a good guess, but no, it’s not the design of the Radhan ships.”

The apprentices stood there silent for a couple minutes as they lifted higher and higher into the air. Then Godrick spoke up.

“It’s the water! They’re loadin’ barrels of water onta every ship except’ the Owl!”

Alustin smiled. “Exactly so. The Radhan don’t need to buy water from Theras Tel, and so they threaten its monopoly on water.”

“So the Radhan have a hidden supply of water?” Sabae asked. 

“If I were Indris, I’d track any Radhan ships to find and destroy any other water sources, to help preserve my control over it,” Talia said. She looked considerably better already.

“She’s tried that dozens of times over the decades,” Alustin said. “And yet she and her children have never found anything.”

“How could they possibly hide something like that from a nest of dragons?” Sabae asked.

“They can’t, and don’t,” Alustin said, leaning forwards over the railing. Hugh felt a little queasy watching him. “There is no secret water source.”

“Then how…?” Sabae began.

“Like I told you before,” Alustin said, pulling himself back fully onto the platform and smiling at her, “If you can gather moisture from the air in the Endless Erg, you can gather it to yourself anywhere.”

Sabae looked like she’d tasted something sour for a moment, then her face gradually turned thoughtful.

 

The lift slowed as it reached the top. Godrick whistled in amazement as the edge of the cliff came close enough for him to see over. Sabae looked equally impressed once she could as well, and Hugh promptly raised himself on the tips of his toes to look over.

He found himself staring into a shockingly crowded street. Merchants haggled heatedly with one another, seemingly unconcerned about the mile long drop only feet (or, in one particularly alarming case, inches) away from them. 

As Hugh looked farther up, he saw an absurd cluster and tangle of buildings. Almost all of them were built of the same stone as the plateau, many as tall as four stories. The streets twisted and tangled with one another as they steeply rose towards the other end of the plateau. Hugh could see places where street edges dropped down to the roof of houses below. Every street Hugh could see was filled with bustling crowds.

Here and there, immense towers rose out of the tangle of buildings like trees among shrubs. The towers had huge arched entrances along their sides and tops, and Hugh could see dragons basking in the sun inside and atop many of them.

At the very top of the plateau was an immense palace, covered in arches, domes, and walkways. There were a pair of massive dragon statues flanking the entrance, which Hugh could easily make out even miles away. Down from the palace ran tangles of aqueducts through the city, standing far above the buildings, though shorter than the towers.

Hugh echoed Godrick’s whistle.

He tried not to smile as he heard a faint exhalation of air as Sabae tried and failed to whistle as well.

“What?” Talia demanded. She still couldn’t see over yet. A few moments later, as the lift continued to rise, she stopped grumbling as well. “Oh.”

“Well, come on then,” Alustin said, as the lift drew level with the street and the attendant unlocked the gate.

“Where are we going, anyways?” Talia demanded. “Are we getting a proper inn?” 

Alustin shook his head. “No, we’ll be coming back to the ship to stay there again tonight. Hiring an entire ship is expensive, so we might as well keep using it as our base of operations. And as to where we’re going, you’ll see.”

As Hugh prepared to step off the lift, he turned around to look out at the desert one more time. The view made the one from his hidden bedroom in the library pale in comparison— Hugh could see farther than he’d ever seen before in his life. Ships sailing the sands looked like mice and beetles slowly crawling about from here.

“No dawdling, Hugh!” Alustin called.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Where There's Smoke...

 

Hugh had never experienced crowds this thick in his life. Alustin, somewhat surprisingly, didn’t even try to walk backwards through it. People were constantly jostling them, seldom even looking to see who they’d bumped into.

Talia had it the worst— she was almost knocked over time and time again in the crowd. She repeatedly expressed her dissatisfaction that Godrick hadn’t brought his sledgehammer with him.

Going was particularly slow until the apprentices just piled behind Godrick and let him clear a path for them. Even in a city the size of Theras Tel, Godrick stuck out of the crowd like a lighthouse, and people were quick to get out of his way.

Alustin, unsurprisingly, navigated the crowd like he’d been born to it. He seemed in a particularly cheerful mood.

As they walked, Hugh gawked at everything around him. He knew he must look like a country bumpkin, but for once that didn’t bother him. There was just too much to look at.

They walked through spice markets so pungent that Hugh took the glass scent-absorbing sphere out of his belt-pouch to hold by his nose so he wouldn’t sneeze himself silly. They walked past tailor shops containing outfits in every color imaginable— and some Hugh was fairly sure he’d never imagined at all. 

Hugh gawked as a group of naga slithered past them. They were fairly common in the south, but Hugh had never seen one of the snake-people before— the tails they had in place of legs had to be at least fifteen feet long, if not longer. They were all different colors— one naga’s tail was the color of the desert sand, another’s was brilliant emerald, and a third scarlet with azure stripes running lengthwise.

There were fountains every couple of blocks, ranging from pools fed by the aqueducts above to fountains enchanted to play out scenes that repeated over and over again with moving sculptures of water. Hugh’s favorite had a pair of dancers endlessly twirling around inside the pool of the fountain, and the splash of the water sounded like music, though the tune always just escaped Hugh’s grasp.

Restaurants and streetside cafes were absolutely everywhere. Teacarts cluttered every corner, and Hugh had to struggle not to run off into a bakery whose windows were filled with pastries and cakes.

That was another thing, too— glass was everywhere. In Emblin, glass was expensive, generally shipped in from afar. Most people just had wooden shutters in their windows, rather than actual glass panes. Here, however, almost all the windows were glassed in. 

Alustin explained that glassblowing was one of the major industries of the city— something helped by the large numbers of sand and glass mages living here. Sand mages could help sort the sands of the desert for the perfect mixture for glass, while the glass mages could smooth along every part of the production process, resulting in the highest quality glass on the continent. Hugh started seeing more and more luxury glassware for sale as well.

There were also, of course, far more mages than Hugh had expected to see. They couldn’t go a block without seeing at least one storefront for an enchanter, or a healer, or some other sort of mage. Many of them had signs in their windows proclaiming that they were trained in Skyhold.

As they continued farther up the city, shops, restaurants, and houses grew more and more expensive, as did the clothes on the steadily thinning crowds. Oddly, Hugh hadn’t seen many beggars or other signs of poverty. 

When Hugh asked Alustin about it, the mage gave him a serious look. “There’s plenty of poverty in Theras Tel, but for the most part, Indris’ city guard keeps the beggars and thieves away from the midline, closer to the edges of the city. The houses carved into the faces of the cliff nearest the harbor are the poorest in the city— people are crammed in there like animals. Towards Indris’ palace they’re the residences of the servants and guardsmen who work for the wealthy on that end of the plateau.”

Alustin looked contemplative for a moment. “Still, though— it’s far from the worst city in the world to be poor in. Water is guaranteed to every resident of the city by Indris, there’s little disease thanks to the city’s desert environment, and there’s always plenty of work to be found.”

Hugh was going to inquire further when he heard yelling.

“Ah smell smoke coming from that way,” Godrick said, pointing in the direction of the yelling.

Alustin, not even missing a step, turned down the street Godrick had pointed down. “Let’s go take a look,” he said.

 

Alustin and the apprentices had to fight their way through a crowd of gawkers to get to the site of the fire. They only went a few blocks in pursuit of the commotion, but Hugh could already see how much poorer this neighborhood was than the midline streets they’d been walking on before.

It was the contents of a large tenement building that were on fire. Smoke billowed out of the windows, and the heat was oppressive even in the desert. There was, thankfully, little risk of it spreading, given that the building and its neighbors were constructed of stone. As they got closer, Hugh could see that the front door appeared to have been blasted inwards— the wall was crumpled in on either side of it for some distance.

“What happened here?” Alustin asked a bystander.

“An invisible cult was meeting in secret here, apparently. Dragon cultists must have caught wind of things and burnt them out,” the grizzled butcher replied.

“There’s more than one cult in this city, it might not have been dragon cultists,” an old woman said.

“If there are other cults, they’re hiding even better than the invisible cult was,” the butcher said. The two quickly fell to arguing.

Alustin stared contemplatively at the fire for a moment, then he turned away and gestured at the apprentices to follow. As they left, Hugh could see a couple of the dragons had started circling over the building and the fresh column of smoke.

Once they’d gotten out of the crowd of gawkers, Hugh asked the question that had been bothering him. “What’s an invisible cult?”

“Crazy, is what they are,” Talia said.

Sabae nodded. “Pretty much.”

“Invisible cults,” Alustin explained, “believe in an invisible, omnipresent deity that watches over everything. There are a few different flavors of them, but none tend to stick around long— so far as anyone can tell, if their invisible deity actually exists, it doesn’t provide them with any benefits. 

Alustin shook his head. “And given how competitive cults tend to be with one another, the ones gaining actual material benefits from worshiping a dragon or other being powerful enough to protect them tend to wipe them out fast and hard.”

“So when those people were talking about a dragon cult, they were talking about Indris Stormbreaker’s cult?” Hugh said.

“Indris isn’t especially interested in having worshipers,” Alustin said. “She tolerates them, and she quite enjoys their tribute, but given that she’s likely the wealthiest dragon on the continent, she doesn’t need the ego boost. She doesn’t particularly push for more worshipers. Still, she will come to their defense when they need here.”

He gave Hugh a serious look. “She’s also rumored to have more than a few warlocks in her cult by those in the know, but their identities are the sort of information that she keeps very, very close to the chest— warlocks are both a significant advantage and a large investment to any being that pacts with them. You can expect any non-invisible cult to likely have warlocks, moreso when their target of veneration is especially powerful.”

Hugh understood the warning in that statement very clearly. He’d been warned often enough to keep his warlock pact with Kanderon a secret— if it became public knowledge, it was quite likely others would strike at him to inconvenience her, or try to gain information on her from him.

 

They returned to the midline streets and resumed walking steadily uphill. Hugh was lost in his own head for quite some time before Sabae spoke up— he’d been wondering about the lives of the warlocks in Indris and others’ cults, as well as wondering why invisible cults had never showed up in Emblin, where there weren’t any other cults to compete with.

“We’re heading to the palace, aren’t we?” Sabae demanded.

Alustin turned around to face them as he walked and sighed. “You just had to ruin the surprise, didn’t you?”

“It’s not that hard ta guess,” Godrick said. “We’ve been headin’ straight uphill towards the palace the whole time.”

Alustin sighed even harder and turned to face forward again.

“Why are we heading to the palace?” Hugh asked.

“We’re going to introduce you to Indris Stormbreaker,” Alustin said with a smile.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

Here Be Dragons

 

Hugh could hardly believe how extravagant the mansions got as they moved farther and farther uphill. While all were constructed out of the same hard volcanic stone as the plateau, other than that they had remarkably few similarities. 

One mansion resembled the harbor forts of Emblin, with similar crenellations and towers— this, however, was clearly an aesthetic choice, not a defensive one, considering the size of the massive glass windows everywhere in it.

Another mansion was a series of linked-together domes with what at first looked like vines growing all over them. When Hugh looked more closely, however, he realized that the vines were carved right onto the stone and painted to look alive.

Not all of the mansions were so flamboyant— a great many merely resembled manor houses. Still, however, Hugh felt he could easily tell the difference between each one.

He forgot all about the mansions when they reached the palace gates. The two dragon statues he’d seen from the top of the lift were absolutely massive up close— they were considerably larger than even Kanderon. The gate in between them was smaller than Hugh might have expected— though it was still huge, and he was sure half a dozen wagons could go through side by side at once, but it was dwarfed by the statues.

No one stopped them as they strode through the gate. There was a massive crowd pouring in and out of the gate, and Hugh supposed it would be impractical to stop them all for questioning.

The wall the gate ran underneath had to be at least a hundred feet thick— long enough that glow crystals were needed to light the center of it, and noticeably cooler than the hot desert air everywhere else. Talia let loose an incredibly dramatic sigh.

Hugh noticed that unlike the mansions, this was definitely built for defense— murder holes lined the ceiling the whole way through the arched tunnel.

Hugh wasn’t entirely sure why they’d bothered— capturing the plateau seemed like it would be nearly impossible from below, even if someone actually managed to supply and transport an entire army across the Endless Erg. 

 After they passed out of the tunnel, they found themselves in a massive courtyard, surrounded by numerous large buildings, all apparently serving some sort of governmental function. Guards were scattered all around the square, both to keep the peace and offer directions. The crowd around them split in several directions— apparently quite a bit of business was conducted in the palace. 

Alustin confidently led them deeper into the palace complex without asking any directions from the guards. They quickly found themselves walking amongst a group of people who were obviously wealthy, even at a glance. Hugh wouldn’t be surprised if some of the outfits he saw around him were worth as much as his entire home village, back in Emblin.

Sabae seemed to be the only one of the apprentices at ease among these people— Godrick and Talia both looked uncomfortable amidst all this wealth, and Hugh couldn’t shake the feeling that everyone they walked past knew with certainty that Hugh didn’t belong there, that he really was just some country bumpkin. Hugh looked down at the ground in shame and felt his face start to flush.

Then, to his surprise, he felt a hand on his arm. He looked over to see Talia giving him a concerned look. Hugh took a deep breath, then another.

“I’m alright,” he whispered. “Just a little intimidated by all this. But… thank you.”

Talia smiled at him. “Just don’t forget, these people shit like everyone else.”

Talia most certainly was not whispering when she said that, and quite a few passerby gave her offended looks. 

“Nonsense,” said Sabae, looking back at them with a wicked grin. “I lived around people like this for years, and I can tell you with certainty that they are far, far too wealthy and dignified for that. They have hirelings to shit for them.” 

Godrick and Talia both burst into laughter at that, and Hugh felt a grin spread across his face. He also could have sworn that he heard Alustin snort as though repressing laughter.

 

They finally arrived at their destination after another few minutes of walking. It was immediately obvious to Hugh that this building was the heart of the city.

“Welcome to Indris’ Throne,” Alustin said.

Indris’ Throne was a truly massive edifice, dwarfing any structure they’d encountered thus far in the city, save for the wall around the palace complex. Rather than being assembled from masonry, it was a single, solid piece— as though it had either been shaped entirely by stone mages or hewn from the stone of the plateau itself. 

On the walls were carved massive friezes, depicting more scenes than Hugh could take in. Just in a quick glance he saw scenes of dragons in flight, sandships sailing across the Endless Erg, great battles, depictions of construction sites, and more.

Over a dozen of the massive dragon roosting towers scattered throughout the city below jutted out of the top of Indris’ Throne. Hugh could see several dragons resting in them, one of which was idly watching the people entering and exiting the building. Hugh forced himself to look away from it, not wanting to meet its gaze, even if it was still hundreds of feet away.

 As if that weren’t enough, the building seemed to be the source for all of the city’s aqueducts as well. They twisted and turned about one another, branching apart as they spread out over the city.

As they walked up to the doors of Indris’ Throne, Hugh took a deep breath. He’d survived Skyhold’s labyrinth, he could survive this.

 

“State your name and business,” the clerk said.

Unlike the great gates into the palace complex, everyone was stopped and questioned on their way into Indris’ Throne. A row of bored clerks sat behind a counter, making note of everyone that passed them. Several guards monitored the area as well, but less than Hugh would have thought.

“Alustin Haber, Librarian Errant of Skyhold, and apprentices,” Alustin said. 

The clerk raised his eyebrow at that. “And your business?”

“Paying a courtesy call to Indris to let her know we’ll be in her city for a time,” Alustin said.

The clerk rolled his eyes. “The queen hardly cares what a few mages are up to, when we already have hundreds in the city.”

“Curious,” said Alustin, “I hadn’t realized the standing order regarding the High Librarian’s emissaries had changed.”

The clerk’s eyes narrowed, and it looked like he was about to respond with some biting comment when another clerk whispered something in his ear. The first clerk gave the new one a disbelieving look, but the new clerk ignored him and turned to Alustin.

“If you’d care to follow me, I’ll escort you from here.”

 

It was a long, long walk to Indris’ throne room proper. The halls in the palace were enormous— clearly designed to allow dragons to move about freely inside the structure, not that they saw any. There were quite a few people moving about the hallways on various business, but it still felt empty and hushed thanks to their huge size. 

The sounds of rumbling and moving water were present throughout half the corridors they moved through. “That’s the machinery that pumps up the city’s water from below,” Alustin said. “It puts a far greater strain on the aether than the rest of the city combined, even including the lifts.”

Hugh reminded himself to read up more on enchanting— wards could mimic some effects of enchantment, but for the most part they were radically different disciplines of magic. He had more than enough on his plate right now, but it still sounded interesting.

They were handed off by the clerk to a new functionary, who led them for a few more minutes before handing them off yet again— this time to someone of actual importance.

“Apprentices,” said Alustin, “this is Eudaxus Scalesworn, High Priest of the Cult of Indris. He serves as one of her chief ministers.” He introduced them to Eudaxus, and then the two of them moved ahead of the group to talk quietly to one another. It was clear that they knew each other already, and were on quite friendly terms.

Hugh studied the priest as they walked. Eudaxus was a spry, friendly, bald, and energetic man that looked to be in his early seventies. He wore long, flowing blue robes engraved with intricate geometrical designs. He had one feature, though, that stood out far above the others.

“His nose is enormous!” whispered Talia. 

Sabae shushed her, but Talia wasn’t wrong. Hugh had, to the best of his knowledge, never seen a nose that big in his life.

Eudaxus escorted them past crowds of servants, guards, and ministers, all clustered around a massive pair of open, bronze-plated doors.

On the other side was the throne room. It was nothing like what Hugh had expected— there were no heaped piles of gold, immense firepits, or anything of the sort. Instead, it was merely a massive stone hall, largely unadorned with the exception of a few tasteful tapestries depicting scenes of dragons in flight and the like.

The most unusual part of the room’s architecture was the far wall— or, rather, the complete lack of one. It opened up entirely to the outside, revealing a vista overlooking leagues and leagues of the Endless Erg. There was no railing or wall of any sort— the palace merely ended at the edge of the volcanic plateau.

Hugh was paying very little attention to any of this. All of that was being taken up by the dragons. There were three in the room. The two smaller ones— clearly Indris’ children— were only about fifteen feet long. 

The two smaller dragons were impressive enough in their own way. They were brown like the rest of the dragons Hugh had seen from afar, but were less graceful than Hugh had expected— their heads more shovel-shaped and their necks thicker than the illustrations in his books. They gave the impression of brute force more than grace.

Indris Stormbreaker was another matter entirely. It took Hugh at least a solid minute to be able to start understanding her as a single creature— his brain simply didn’t want to believe anyone could be that big.

The rumors of Indris’ size, if anything, didn’t do her justice. The dragon queen easily measured over two hundred feet in length, and her limbs were far wider around than her children’s torsos— for that matter, her head alone was bigger than the two of them combined. She took up a significant chunk of the hall on her own. When she shifted her weight, Hugh felt the movement through the floor.

Hugh gulped.

Eudaxus patted Hugh’s shoulder and smiled. “I felt the exact way the first time I saw the queen as a lad.”

The others, save for Alustin, seemed just as cowed by Indris.

The old priest led the way across the throne room. Hugh barely noticed the richly dressed crowd around him. The throne room was surprisingly full, and felt more like a busy market. The guards appeared to largely be there in case of disputes between courtiers— though, in fairness, Hugh had trouble imagining how much use they’d be if someone powerful enough to seriously threaten Indris arrived.

Hugh felt himself trembling a little as Eudaxus brought them to the clear space in front of Indris.

“Ah, who have you brought before me today, Eudaxus?” Indris’ voice had the same overwhelming quality as Kanderon’s. Hugh could feel it in his bones.

“My queen, this is Alustin Haber, emissary of Kanderon Crux, and his apprentices.” Eudaxus said, bowing.

Indris’s massive head shifted so she could train one eye on Alustin.

“We have met before, librarian, haven’t we?” Indris said.

“We have, Indris,” Alustin said, bowing as well. “Five years ago.”

Did Hugh need to bow? He glanced at Sabae, but she was staring intently at Indris.

“Ah, the incident with the gorgons? That was resolved quite tidily, thanks to you librarians,” Indris said. “I hope nothing similar has brought you to my city today.”

Alustin shook his head. “Nothing like that. I just brought my apprentices here to train and gain experience of the world outside Skyhold.”

Indris turned her eye onto the apprentices. Hugh could feel her gaze, as though it were an actual physical force.

“Very well, librarian. Pass my regards onto Kanderon when you speak to her next. Now, Eudaxus, my children tell me of a fire in the city.”

Indris appears to have dismissed them from her thoughts already, and Hugh was more than happy to follow Alustin away. Eudaxus nodded pleasantly at them as they left Indris’ presence.

“That was it?” said Talia. “That was all we came for?” 

“It’s considered good manners for the servants of one of the great powers to pay these sorts of courtesy visits, Talia,” Alustin said. 

As they left the throne room, Hugh glanced behind him. Indris seemed to have all of her attention focused on Eudaxus, but both of her children in the throne room with her were staring intently in their direction. 

Hugh shuddered, and quickly looked away.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Ambush

 

The next few days were some of the best Hugh had ever had. Alustin gave each of them a small pouch of coins and told them to enjoy themselves. 

Avah joined them on their wanderings through the city. Despite the fees charged to the Radhan, the Moonless Owl still stopped there several times a year, so she was quite familiar with the city, and happy to serve as a guide.

They visited all sorts of shops, teashops, and restaurants during those days— including the bakery that Hugh had noticed before.

One of the first places they visited was a millinery at Sabae’s insistence, where they all bought hats for the sun. 

As they wandered, Avah spent hours telling them tidbits about the city’s economy, supply chains, and trade. It hadn’t been something Hugh was especially interested in before, but Avah was passionate about the topic and quite talented at making it more interesting.

Of course, as Talia teased him when Avah was out of earshot, Hugh would probably find literally anything Avah said interesting.

They also visited quite a number of bookstores at Hugh’s insistence— he’d grown into quite a bookworm since moving into his secret room in the library. None of the others minded, of course— all of them, especially Talia, were keen readers. Hugh found quite a few books he wanted to buy, though he restricted himself to a couple of books on wards and an adventure novel set after the fall of the Ithonian Empire.

One of Hugh’s most amusing finds was a copy of Galvachren’s Bestiary lying on the floor in one of the bookstores. He had his own copy of it back at Skyhold, which he hadn’t brought with him— it weighed a similar amount to Godrick’s massive sledgehammer, if not more. He could only imagine that its own weight was the reason it rested on the floor— it couldn’t be good for bookshelves.

 

Talia’s birthday happened to fall on one of their free days. 

Hugh had spent weeks of his free time crafting her a reusable ward. It was a long circular band of leather with a protective ward inscribed on it. It could easily be rolled up and stored away. The user would have to charge it up with mana before each use, but Hugh had made it extra mana efficient.

Godrick had gotten Talia a set of hairpins that would reshape themselves into keys if you channeled mana into them while they were in a lock. Each could only be used once, but there were at least a dozen of them.

Sabae had gotten Talia a history of some of the bloodier battles from the Ithonian Empire’s wars against the northern mountain clans. Clan Castis hadn’t existed then, but Talia was still extremely pleased by the gift. 

 

They were heading back towards the lifts down into the harbor after their last day of freedom when the ambush struck. 

It was already night, and the city was being lit by countless glow crystals. Most of the fountains had crystals of their own in them as well, which made for a beautiful sight whenever they walked past one.

They were taking a bit of a shortcut back— the midline roads, despite their name, didn’t actually strictly follow the middle of the plateau. Instead, they curved and twisted, often trending off to one side or the other a bit. They were cutting through some of the neighborhoods alongside the midline roads when the ambush hit. 

Hugh probably would have died if Avah hadn’t been there.

He was trying to convince Avah that no, in fact, Kanderon did not eat people (he was pretty sure) when she abruptly shoved him out of the way of one crossbow bolt and directed two others against the stone street with a spell.

Talia and Sabae both immediately whirled to face the alley where the bolts had come from. Hugh and Godrick were just a moment behind them. A crowd of robed figures armed with spears burst out of it.

Sabae had already begun spinning up her wind armor, and she managed to block another crossbow bolt. Before any more shots from the ambushers could be fired, there was a series of abrupt splintering cracks, and Avah sagged to the ground, clearly exhausted.

“I took care of the crossbows,” she said.

“Good work,” said Sabae, before charging towards the robed figures. Godrick followed close behind. As he did so, rock tore itself from the road, forming itself onto him in the form of a breastplate.

Talia manifested a series of dreamfire bolts, launching them past Godrick and Talia into the crowd of robed figures. At least two of them went down— one with a hand that shrank away into nothing, the other who simply gained a hole in the middle of their chest that didn’t bleed at all.

Hugh was still feeling stunned. He’d fought against quite a few monsters in the labyrinth, but he’d never seriously fought another human being before.

 

Sabae snarled as she plunged into the crowd of assailants. One swung his spear at her, but she easily blocked it with one wind-armored forearm. She retaliated with a gust kick that sent him flying back into a group of his fellows, sending them all to the ground. 

Next to her, Godrick swept two attackers off their feet with a low swing of his hammer, then stopped a thrown spear in midair with his steel attunement.

Sabae was never teasing Godrick for hauling that huge hammer around everywhere with him ever again.

Sabae unleashed a gust strike at the next assailant to approach her. It clearly affected the muscular woman, but instead of being thrown backwards, she merely slid a few inches back. 

Sabae frowned, then abruptly staggered as her weight seemed to double. 

The woman was gravity attuned.

If Sabae hadn’t been training physically for months under Alustin and Artur’s training regimes, she would have fallen to the ground at once. As it was, she barely managed to block a spear strike by the gravity mage.

Sabae frantically tried to remember what she could about gravity mages. They were one of three types of attuned that could most commonly fly, along with force and wind attuned, but flight for them was considerably more difficult to master. Since this mage was fighting on the ground, she likely wasn’t overwhelmingly powerful.

Sabae backpedaled, dodging another spear thrust.

Gravity mages could alter the weight of themselves and others. The more they altered the weight, the more mana the spells used. They frequently increased their own weight for purposes of physical training.

A simple levitation spell would counter the gravity spell somewhat, but it would be far less efficient, and would drain Sabae’s mana reserves far too quickly.

Sabae felt her mana reservoirs deplete as she took several more blows on her armor from the gravity mage. Godrick, thankfully, was holding off the attention of several others, while Talia had more of them pinned down in the alley. 

Gravity magic had relatively few direct offensive abilities beyond messing with the weight of opponents, so gravity attuned tended to rely on other attunements for offense, or if they only had the one, physical combat. Massively increasing your opponent’s weight could end a fight incredibly quickly, and…

Sabae smiled.

Sabae waited for the next spear strike, then she dodged forwards inside the spear’s reach. The haft of the spear harmlessly deflected off of Sabae’s wind armor as Sabae grabbed the gravity mage.

Then Sabae simply leaned on her.

The gravity attuned staggered, trying to hold up both of their weights. She’d also increased her own weight, to keep Sabae from tossing her around with gust strikes, but even her massively over-developed muscles couldn’t hold up both of their combined enhanced weights. Just as the woman started to topple, Sabae felt the extra weight vanish off them.

While Alustin had largely made his point regarding trying out completely untested techniques in the middle of combat, Sabae couldn’t resist this one time, as she, for the first time, delivered a gust strike with a head-butt.

It worked perfectly.

 

“Hugh, snap out of it!” Talia yelled.

Hugh shook himself. He’d just been standing there as his friends fought. He frantically reached into his beltpouch for his sling.

It wasn’t there. He’d left it on the ship.

He needed that sling. It was the only reliable combat…

His hands closed on an angular, irregular lump. 

Hugh pulled it out of his pocket. It was the ugly chunk of quartz he’d grown from the sand. 

Hugh smiled, and quickly cast one of the levitation spells he’d tried to use to support his bracelets on his own on the chunk. He’d abandoned this one because while he could control the direction it pushed the bracelet with a thought, it had the nasty tendency to throw him a considerable distance in whatever direction he aimed it.

If he wanted a piece of crystal to go flying, though…

With a thought, the chunk hurled itself out of Hugh’s hand, straight into the stomach of a spearman about to swing on Godrick. The man dropped his spear with a groan, clutching his gut. As he was still in the process of letting go of the spear, Hugh redirected the crystal off to one side, where it slammed into the meat of another man’s thigh with bruising force, sending him down to one leg. The instant it impacted, Hugh redirected it again, breaking a spearwoman’s wrist with it.

Hugh smiled. All of a sudden, he didn’t feel so useless.

 

Talia frantically hurled several more dreamfire bolts at the wind mage in front of her. The mage smiled, almost casually spinning his sword-staff, generating a windshield in its wake that easily dispersed her dreamfire. 

This mage seemed to be in a weight class above the rest of the attackers. They all had simple spears and rather unimpressive magic, while this man was highly trained with his unusual weapon and was quite capable with his wind attunement.

She didn’t have time to generate a shield-piercing bolt while still keeping out of the way of his spear, and he just kept dispersing her regular bolts. Talia didn’t dare use her bone affinity in this melee, for fear of injuring one of her friends. 

The mage, seeing her pause, lunged forwards with his sword staff. At the same time, he summoned a burst of wind behind Talia that pushed her towards him.

Talia, rather than fighting the wind, lunged forward with it, rolling under his thrust. As she did so, she manifested a dreamfire bolt.

She’d love to see him generate a wind barrier at point blank range.

To her surprise, he didn’t even try. Instead, he sent a powerful, uncontrolled gust of wind at the ground directly in between them. They were thrown away from one another, Talia’s dreamfire dissolving harmlessly.

As Talia climbed to her feet, she surreptitiously drew one of her daggers. Not her Clan Castis dagger, but the one Hugh had found for her in the labyrinth. 

The wind mage, who had pushed himself back to his feet with a gust of wind, snarled and charged her, pushing himself forwards with a gust of wind. Mobility techniques for most wind mages, unfortunately for Talia, were far easier than they were for Sabae.

As he swung his sword-staff at her, Talia pulled the spellform-engraved dagger out from behind her. The mage smiled derisively as she moved to block the sword with it.

The instant before the two weapons made contact, Talia channeled her mana into the dagger.

The dagger could only be used by a mage— it didn’t store or gather any of its own. Instead, when a mage channeled mana into it, it triggered its own unusual magic effect— a kinetic anchor spell.

The sword-staff slammed into the dagger, then simply bounced off. Talia hardly even felt a tremor through the hilt of the dagger.

When enough mana was being channeled through it, the dagger wouldn’t be moved by anything. Talia had been able to block blows from Godrick’s warhammer with it in training, though that took a massive amount of her mana reservoirs to do. It was a bit of an odd enchantment for a dagger to have— it would be much more useful on a weapon big enough to block safely and more consistently with. Even if the dagger could block powerful blows with ease, it could only do so if Talia could get it in front of the blow, which was no trivial matter with a weapon this small.

Still, Talia loved the little weapon. 

The wind mage stared at her in shock, but he quickly recovered and swung again, this time powering his blow with a wind spell. Talia stopped channeling mana through the dagger and dodged forwards. She reached up to parry again, channeling mana into her dagger. As she did so, she immediately let go of the hilt of the dagger, but kept channeling mana into it. Talia lunged into a forward roll on the ground as she did so. 

The haft of the sword-staff collided with the dagger, which hung in midair. With the mage’s strength and the wind spell behind it, the haft slammed into the dagger with far more force than it had before.

The dagger didn’t move in the slightest, it just hung in midair as it cut the sword-staff in two, sending the blade and the rest of the pole clattering down the street.

Meanwhile, Talia came up from her roll, manifesting a dreamfire bolt in her hand as she did so. As the windmage stared in shock at his broken weapon, still confused what had happened, she shot the dreamfire bolt into his stomach at point-blank range, too close for his armor to disperse it all.

He never even knew what hit him.

 

Just as quickly as it started, the fight ended. The ambushers fled, leaving their dead and those too wounded to walk. Hugh called the chunk of quartz back to his hand. It smacked into his palm unpleasantly hard, but he ignored the stinging.

The whole fight must have taken less than a minute.

“Who for the sake of frostbite were they?” Talia demanded.

“And why’d they attack us?” Hugh said.

“Were they trying to rob us?” Avah asked.

“Ah can’t say they were that impressive,” Godrick said, letting the stone breastplate fall from him.

Sabae ignored them all and started searching one of the fallen attackers. After a moment, she pulled a necklace from around his neck. She frowned at it, then she moved to search another body, pulling a necklace off that one as well. Then a third body— which, when it turned out not to be dead, punched them in the face, then removed a necklace from them as well, leaving them groaning on the ground.

“We should get back to the ship,” Sabae said, staring at the necklaces.

“What did you find?” Talia asked.

“Now.” Sabae said, in a voice that brooked no argument. 

They set off at a run.

 

They got back to the lifts out of breath but without further incident. They were the only passengers on this descending lift, so the instant they were out of earshot of the top, Sabae pulled the necklaces back out of a pocket. 

They were unadorned leather bands, each with a small golden ornament hanging from them in the shape of some sort of insect. It looked like the child of a scarab and a mantis— much sturdier and heavily armored than a mantis, with far bigger jaws, but far more articulated than a scarab, with the claws of the mantis.

They looked really familiar to Hugh for some reason.

“What are these supposed to be?” Talia asked.

“Bad news,” Sabae said. “I think they’re holy symbols, markers for the faithful.”

“Indris’ cult get a silhouette of a dragon tattooed on their shoulder,” Avah said, “they don’t wear weird bug necklaces.”

“That’s because they’re not dragon cultists,” Sabae said. “I think another cult is making a play for the city.”

Everyone was silent for a moment, staring at her in shock. Finally, Godrick spoke up.

“Ah think we need ta tell Alustin immediately. This is way, way over our heads.” 

Everyone just nodded at that.

 

Alustin heard them out silently on the deck, only interrupting to confirm that none of them had been injured. Once they finished, he sat quietly for a time, staring at the necklace he held in his hands.

“Your conclusions are logical, Sabae, but I wouldn’t take them for certain just yet. It’s possible that they’re just a gang who use this insect as a symbol.” Alustin didn’t look away from the necklace as he spoke, however. 

“Do you think they were the ones who burnt down the invisible cult?” Talia asked.

“Probably not,” Alustin said. “That was most likely the dragon cultists, under Eudaxus’ orders. A new cult infiltrating the city wouldn’t want to risk coming to the attention of the dragon cultists until they were ready”

“But… he seemed so friendly,” Hugh said.

“He’s a good man, and I consider him a friend,” Alustin replied, never taking his eyes off the golden insect, “but he’s also fiercely devoted to Indris, and he can and will be ruthless against those he sees as encroaching against her.”

The mage was silent for a while, contemplating the necklace even further. Finally, he broke the silence.

“We’re going to need to tell Eudaxus about this tomorrow. Even if it turns out to just be a local gang or something, he’ll likely still want to know. In the meantime, you should all get some rest. One last question before you go, however.” 

Alustin finally looked up from the insect, giving them a serious look. “This doesn’t seem like a random attack at all. Why would a cult trying to stay hidden attack the five of you? Why would anyone in Theras Tel, for that matter?”

No one had an answer for him.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Consequences

 

Needless to say, none of them went to bed when Alustin told them to. The five of them sat on crates in the small goods storage cargo deck, talking over the events of the night.

“I’m pretty sure Talia was the only one who killed anyone, Hugh,” Sabae said. “The worst any of the rest of us did was break a few bones.”

Hugh felt a curious mixture of relief and disappointment at that— it’s not that he wanted to kill anyone, but he was training to be a battle mage, after all. He felt like a proper battle mage wouldn’t be so bothered by the idea. Killing monsters in the labyrinth hadn’t bothered him, but so far as he knew, nothing they’d killed down there could talk.

“Why aren’t you freaking out about killing people, Talia?” Avah asked.

Talia shrugged. “It’s not even close to my first time. Clan Castis gets raided by other clans plenty, and I’ve had to take up arms before.”

“Why didn’t yeh wreck the pirate’s crossbows like yeh did earlier, Avah?” Godrick said.

“It wouldn’t have worked,” Avah said. “None of our ambushers had wood affinities, but the pirates had plenty.”

“So?” said Talia. “Just overpower them.”

Avah shook her head. “It doesn’t work that way for wood affinites. Your ability to affect wood when opposed by another mage is determined by your familiarity with the particular piece. The weakest wood mage on the planet could overcome the strongest if they were fighting over a walking staff the former had used for decades. It’s like that for any attunement to do with living things— the effect is even stronger for mages with attunements for living plants, and animal mages have trouble affecting animals they don’t know or understand even unopposed.”

Talia stared at her for a moment. “You could have just said that it’s really easy for wood mages to block one another,” she said. 

Avah blushed. 

“I guess it makes sense, though— probably related to why I can’t affect living people’s bones,” Talia said.

“Wait, how can yer family all affect the Owl at once if yeh all have years of experience with it?” Godrick asked?

“When you’re cooperating, the situation is reversed— the effects are more powerful than what you’d expect by simply adding them together,” Avah said. “The Radhan also specialize in cooperative magic.”

Godrick looked thoughtful at that.

“Seriously, though,” Sabae said, “what could they possibly have against us specifically?”

“Maybe they actually were behind the destruction of the invisible cult?” Hugh said. “They could have seen us watching the fire, maybe?”

Sabae seemed to mull over that for a second, then she shook her head. “Lots of people were watching, though— why’d they single out us to target.”

They spent a couple hours longer endlessly debating the ambush. At one point, while Talia was debating Godrick and Sabae about some inane detail of the fight, Avah caught Hugh staring at her. He quickly blushed and looked away.

“What is it?” Avah said.

Hugh felt his face redden even further, but he made himself look back up at her. “You saved my life tonight. If you hadn’t pushed me out of the way of that crossbow bolt…”

It was Avah’s turn to blush. “You were the reason that we all survived the sandstorm, so I’m just returning the favor.”

It seemed like Avah was about to say something else, but they were promptly interrupted by Talia demanding their opinion on how part of the fight had played out.

No one noticed Sabae glaring at Talia.

 

Sabae and the others were exhausted the next morning as Alustin dragged them to Indris’ palace again. They’d only gotten a few hours of sleep each. Thankfully, Alustin let them stop at a tea shop on the way.

Eudaxus was in a meeting when they arrived, but the instant he got out of it and heard what they were there for, things moved astonishingly fast. Within twenty minutes, Sabae was telling their story in front of an assembled group of councilors and high ranking guardsmen. The others, except for Hugh, contributed whenever they felt it was needed. Not that Sabae particularly expected Hugh to talk in front of a group like this, of course.

 Two of the necklaces Sabae had recovered were passed around the table. She couldn’t help but notice that Alustin had kept one for himself.

One of the guard captains informed them, after consulting with some underlings, that no such bodies had been found in that district.

The meeting resolved after about an hour, leaving only Eudaxus and two other councilors with them. One was Bandon Flame-hair, one of the three captains of the city guard. Like his name implied, the dark-skinned captain’s hair was, somehow, even redder than Talia’s— something Sabae never would have believed if she didn’t see it. The other was Pale Lisan, the middle-aged minister of trade for the city. So far as Sabae could tell, there was nothing pale about Lisan— she was darker-skinned than Sabae, and wore dark grey robes. 

“Why in the name of fallen Ithos were your rivals attacking my apprentices, Eudaxus?” Alustin said. His normally cheerful, pleasant demeanor was gone entirely— he hadn’t even looked this upset when he’d caught the apprentices sneaking into the Great Library. 

“We don’t know that they’re a rival cult…” Bandon began. 

“They are,” interrupted Eudaxus with a sigh. “We’ve suspected their presence in the city for a few months now, but it’s only in the past couple of weeks that they’ve started acting against us. We’ve lost a dozen of Indris’ Chosen in nighttime ambushes so far.”

Bandon shot him a glare that Sabae interpreted as the guard captain being very displeased at not being told about this threat sooner. To his credit, however, he didn’t say anything— breaking ranks in front of outsiders was bad form, even if they were allies. 

“We’ve been trying to track them down, but we’ve had no luck so far,” Eudaxus said. “We still have no idea who they worship— these pendants are the first clue we’ve had so far. It seems they didn’t think the five of you were enough of a threat to dedicate many resources to.” 

Sabae saw Talia smiling broadly at that from the corner of her eye.

“And the invisible cult?” Alustin asked. “It seems rather surprising that they’d just randomly show up at the same time as well.”

Eudaxus looked uncomfortable at that. “We… actually knew about the invisible cult for some time,” he said. “We chose to let them be, in order to keep our eyes on them.”

“Better the viper you can see than the one you can’t,” Sabae said. 

Eudaxus nodded at her.

“So why’d you choose now to root them out?” Lisan asked, fixing Eudaxus with a cold stare.

“Some of our… more fervent younger members got it in their heads that maybe the invisible cult was… responsible, or at least connected, and decided to take action” Eudaxus said, even more visibly uncomfortable. “They’ve been reprimanded appropriately.”

Sabae strove to keep her face blank. Maybe that was actually the case, or maybe Eudaxus didn’t have as firm a hand on the reins of Indris’ cult as he’d like to pretend. 

Sabae hoped it wasn’t the latter. She didn’t want to be in a city about to break out in religious war in the first place, let alone when the dominant cult was unstable. And, for all of Theras Tel’s wealth, they were in a quite precarious situation in many ways. They were almost entirely dependent on trade for food, and if they grew unstable enough that traders kept away… The stability Indris had brought was the only reason that the city had grown to its current position of wealth and power. 

“Does this pendant give you any better idea who they worship, at least?” Alustin asked. “It’s clearly got to be some being powerful enough to challenge Indris herself in order for them to be this confident.”

Eudaxus shook his head at that. “I’ve never seen anything like these things,” he said, holding up a pendant. 

Everyone was silent for a moment at that. Eventually, Bandon shook his head. “I’ve already issued orders to increase patrols at night,” he said. 

“I’ll have my clerks begin poring over all the city records for any clues,” Lisan said. “I’m sure they’ll be less than pleased at that, but a little work will be good for them.”

The two exchanged farewells, then they left the table together, talking intently. No one said anything until they were out of sight, at which point Eudaxus ran a hand over his bald pate. Sabae was pretty sure he was about to say something else, but instead he just shook his head.

“I’ll keep you updated on the investigation, Alustin. In the meantime, however, you might want to consider getting out of the city.”

That sounded good to Sabae.

“I’ll take that under consideration, Eudaxus.” Sabae couldn’t get a read on Alustin’s expression as he said that.

They said their farewells, and then went their separate ways. 

As they walked through the palace, Sabae walked up alongside Alustin. “He knows something, doesn’t he? Or at least suspects it?”

Alustin gave her an appraising look, then he simply nodded.

 

On the way back to the ship, Sabae pulled Talia aside so that they trailed the others.

“You should be careful not to interrupt Hugh and Avah,” Sabae said. “They were having a moment last night before you dragged them back into the conversation.”

Talia gave her an odd look. “Are you still trying to make that happen? I’m not sure what Hugh even sees in her, other than her looks. He barely knows her. And she’s only interested in him because she thinks he’s a great mage— before the sandstorm, she only had eyes for Godrick.”

Sabae rolled her eyes at Talia. “I doubt he’d really need more than her looks— have you looked at that girl? And, to her credit, she’s actually friendly and interesting. And she thinks Hugh is a great mage because he is.”

Talia started to open her mouth again, but Sabae cut her off. “Even if she didn’t have anything else going for her, I’d still tell you to give them space,” Sabae said. “This is the first time we’ve seen Hugh withdraw from his shell enough to actually notice anyone romantically. Even if nothing happens, this will be good for him. It’s hardly the first time a pair of teenagers have started falling for each other out of shallow reasons, Talia.”

Talia’s expression was still doubtful, but she nodded. “If you say so.”

Sabae clapped her on the back. “Let’s see if we can get Alustin to let us stop by a bakery on the way back.”

Talia grunted irritably.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Avoiding Trouble

 

To Hugh and everyone else’s surprise, Alustin decided that they should stay in Theras Tel, rather than leaving. It actually devolved into an argument on deck between Alustin and Deila, with Captain Solon standing awkwardly between them.

“That’s gotta be one hell of a book Kanderon wants ‘im ta get,” Godrick muttered to the other Skyhold apprentices, once no one was around to hear.

“At this point,” Sabae said, “I’m fairly convinced that this is all over something bigger than just a book.”

Everyone stared at her. Sabae rolled her eyes. “You really hadn’t figured it out yet? Alustin and the other Librarians Errant are more than just glorified treasure hunters specializing in books, they’re Skyhold’s intelligence service.”

Hugh opened his mouth, then shut it again. That made a disturbing amount of sense.

“Then why is he taking so much time to train us?” Talia said. “Are we just supposed to be some sort of cover for him?”

Sabae shook her head. “According to my grandmother, most of spycraft is just waiting around. I think Alustin is quite serious about our training for its own sake, without it interfering with his other duties at all.”

Not for the first time, Hugh wondered at exactly what type of person Sabae’s grandmother was.

“So the attack on us…” Hugh said.

“Almost certainly has to do with whatever game Alustin is playing at,” Sabae said.

Hugh really didn’t like the thought that he was merely caught up in currents outside his control, and, by the expressions of the others, he wasn’t alone in that.

 

Alustin almost immediately set them to more training. Even though Hugh was pretty sure he’d sworn never to be surprised by Alustin making them train more, he was still a little shocked that they were staying in the city.

Their training actually took them outside the city most days. They took a little rented sandskiff out onto the sands— it’d be a waste of time and effort to take the Moonless Owl itself out. The crew was greatly enjoying their shore leave— especially since they were getting paid for it. They could always find one of them to pilot the skiff out onto the sands for them, even so. 

Godrick could really train anywhere, so he wasn’t an issue, but the others had more specialized training needs. 

It was probably best to keep Talia’s training outside the city where it couldn’t hurt anyone or damage any property. Alustin actually largely had her working on her cantrips, in an effort to be able to use them without them setting them on fire. So far… well, she’d even managed to make a cantrip designed to put out candles and other small flames instead cause a candle to explode.

Sabae was primarily focusing on her mobility techniques— the sand gave her softer landings when she crashed, which was most of the time at first. She started to show rapid improvement within a few days, however.

Alustin also started training her on spellformless water manipulation techniques, though she hadn’t yet figured out how the Radhan actually gathered it in the erg, and they weren’t telling. So Sabae mostly ended up hauling waterskins out onto the sand to practice with.

Easy access to sand helped Hugh immensely— he spent most of his time practicing growing crystals out of it. There was far, far more to crystal growing than he’d ever anticipated, even with Kanderon’s warnings. On the Nature and Growth of Crystalline Solids was one of the densest and most difficult books Hugh had ever encountered, but it seemed like everything he read in there was somehow relevant to his crystal affinity.

He just had to figure out how.

Avah took over sailing the sandskiff for them a few times, and she actually even trained with them a bit— it turned out that both Hugh and Godrick could, to a limited extent, manipulate sand— Hugh could manipulate the crystalline grains, though not very dexterously, and Godrick could manipulate all of it, though it generally just clumped together when he did so.

 

 

After a few days of training, Hugh asked for Alustin’s help with the sandcastle spellform that Avah had shown him— though, admittedly, on a day when she didn’t come with them. He’d spent hours poring over the books they’d brought with them, trying to figure out how it worked— he’d never seen anything like this spellform before.

Alustin stared at it for quite a while, his brow furrowed. Then, just when Hugh was convinced he didn’t have any idea either, Alustin burst out into a smile.

“Hah, I knew it would come to me!” Alustin said. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen them, but these are… well, translating the word is difficult, but unuot marks. The literal translation is the unfolding of the bud into the flower. Essentially, it’s a shorthand for encoding highly complex structures into spellforms.”

“Translated from what language?” Hugh asked. “And how does it work?”

“The language is Osolic,” Alustin said, “which is spoken in the Thousand Tears of Uos. A Radhan trading vessel must have picked it up there.”

Hugh just gave him a blank look. 

Alustin sighed.

“We really need to work on your knowledge of geography, Hugh. There’s a lot more to Anastis than just the continent of Ithos, and we’re very, very far from being the center of things.”

“Yes, sir,” Hugh replied.

“Don’t call me…” Alustin sighed, then went on. “The Thousand Tears of Uos are a massive archipelago stretching across the entire west coast of the continent of Gelid. Each island is essentially just a mountain jutting up from the sea, and most rule themselves, squabbling and trading with the others constantly. The powerful live closer to the peak, while the poor scrabble around near the tide line, hoping not to be washed away. Their mages and warriors are all expected to be artists as well, so their spells tend to value beauty as much as effectiveness.”

“This,” Alustin said, tapping the page, “seems to be a training spell, or perhaps a spell to amuse children. It’s much less complex than most of the unuot spells I’ve seen before. As for how it works, though… I have no idea.”

Hugh gave him a disbelieving look, but Alustin just shrugged. 

“I can’t know everything, Hugh, and there are countless ways to craft spellforms. There’s a reason that spellforms are overwhelmingly the most common method of manipulating mana— they’re by far the most energy efficient method, and you can design them for nearly any purpose. It more than makes up for their lack of speed and versatility in most situations. Unuot marks are a particularly challenging field of study. From what I do know, however, it should be safe to alter the lines that control the quantity of sand used— the actual unuot marks are quite stable, and the other lines in their spellforms can usually be altered easily enough.”

 

To Hugh’s pleasure, the modified spellform worked perfectly the next time Avah joined them. It formed a dainty little castle in the palm of her hand, with gates, turrets, and all. The walls were so thin that when Avah held it up to the sun, you could actually see through the castle— the bits of quartz in it gave the sunlight a faint rainbow shimmer.

Avah was watching Hugh grow quartz crystals in the sand, sometimes magically reshaping the sand he was working with to amuse herself.

“You haven’t had time to go into the city proper for a couple of weeks, have you?” she asked.

Hugh shook his head, trying to concentrate on his task.

“Things are getting tense. There are far more guards patrolling than usual, and they’re reinforced with dragon cultists.”

Hugh gave up on his current attempt, too interested in what Avah had to say.

“There have apparently been quite a few more attacks from those mysterious cultists as well,” Avah said. “There are also a bunch of rumors of weird monsters creeping around, though most people don’t put much credence into that. The rumor mill in the city doesn’t know what’s going on exactly, but everyone seems to know that something’s up. Even the dragons are on edge.” 

“I’m not sure I want to know what a dragon on edge is like,” Hugh admitted.

“They’re far more active than usual,” Avah said. “They’re sleeping less, keeping a watch on strange activities in the city more, and even descending into the streets at times.”

“Hey, I hadn’t decided if I wanted to know yet,” Hugh said, mock-glaring at Avah.

She rolled her eyes at him, then she shaped a chunk of sand into the shape of a crystal. “Hey, look, I’m doing better at your training than you are.” 

It was Hugh’s turn to roll his eyes at her.

Hugh was a little shocked how comfortable he felt around Avah. He still caught his heart racing at times when he looked at her, but being alone around her didn’t send him into a near panic anymore— he supposed that her saving his life might have helped with that a little.

Besides, they were only about fifty feet away from Godrick and Sabae. Though, admittedly, about four times that far away from Talia.

Better safe than sorry.

“Wait,” Hugh said. “Should you really be going into the city on your own? How do we know it wasn’t you the cultists were after?”

“I didn’t go on my own,” Avah said, frowning at him, “I went with some of my family’s mages. And we weren’t ambushed, so I don’t think it’s me they were after.”

That figured. Knowing Hugh’s luck, it was probably him they were after. 

A terrible idea surfaced in the back of Hugh’s head. What kind of being would be willing to challenge Indris? How about something that even Kanderon considered a rival?

Had Bakori escaped the labyrinth?

It made a sinister amount of sense to Hugh. The rumored monsters wandering around could be his brood of imps, and the insect necklaces could just be Bakori playing tricks to fool Indris into thinking she faced a different enemy.

It would also explain why they’d been ambushed.

“Still here, Hugh?” Avah asked.

Hugh turned back to Avah, trying to drive the wild speculations out of his head.

 

Godrick trudged back towards the sand skiff, with a complaining Talia beside him. So far he’d been treated to long rants about the heat and sand, as well as jabbing fingers in his side whenever she thought he wasn’t paying attention.

In fairness, he actually hadn’t been paying attention most of the time. 

Alustin had kept them out later than usual, and worked them considerably harder as well. Even Avah was exhausted, and she’d spent more time talking with the others than actually training— not that she was required to train, but Alustin had been quite willing to help her improve her cantrips. 

Thankfully, Talia’s new hat had helped quite a bit, so she wasn’t complaining about the sun anymore, at least.

Talia jabbed Godrick in the side again. “Are you listening or not?”
“Ah’m sorry,” Godrick said, “Ah was off in mah own little world again.”

His father used to lecture Godrick all the time to pay better attention to his surroundings. Godrick had definitely gotten quite a bit better at it these days, but ever since they’d left on this trip, he’d just constantly been distracted like he used to.

Maybe it had something to do with keeping secrets from his father and his friends.

All of a sudden, he realized that Talia had stopped talking. Expecting a jab in the side from her, he looked up from the sand at his feet.

Talia didn’t poke him in the side, though.

She was too busy staring at the dragon that had just landed next to the skiff.

 

Hugh had tried to suppress his paranoia about Bakori escaping all day. Finally, though, on the way back to the skiff he confessed his fear to Alustin.

Alustin seemed to consider for a moment, then he shook his head. “No, I shouldn’t think so. Skyhold has all the entrances to their labyrinth secured tightly.”

“Couldn’t Bakori have tunneled out, then?’ Hugh asked.

Alustin shook his head and smiled. “You could dig a hole straight through Skyhold and it would never intersect the labyrinth. You could level the whole mountain and never intersect the labyrinth at all, and the entrances would just be hovering in midair. Likewise, you can try and dig out of the labyrinth all you want, but you’d never reach anywhere. If Bakori hasn’t made it out of the labyrinth entrances, he’s still trapped down there.”

Hugh just stared at Alustin for a moment, and he found himself toying with the labyrinth stone around his neck. “What… how does that…”

It was as Hugh was trying to formulate a complete sentence, however, that the dragon landed near the skiff.

 

Hugh, to his surprise, recognized the dragon immediately. It was one of the two smaller dragons that had been with Indris in her throne room. It still dwarfed the skiff, but it didn’t fill Hugh with the sense of impossible size he got from Indris.

Alustin simply walked right up to the dragon. Hugh and the others, however, stayed well away from it.

“Greetings! I don’t believe we’ve been formally introduced yet,” Alustin said. “I am Alustin Haber, Librarian Errant of Skyhold.”

“I know who you are,” said the dragon. “I haven’t earned my name yet.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Alustin said. “What can I help you with today? Did Indris need something from me?”

The dragon shook its head. “No, I was just curious. I’ve seen you all coming out here for a few days now, and I wanted to get a closer look at you. And no need to apologize, Mother is just being overprotective. She’ll let my sister and I go on our Naming Flight once she has another clutch of eggs and we’re not the youngest anymore.”

Alustin turned and waved the apprentices closer. Talia immediately approached, but it took a bit longer for the others to follow. Avah took the longest, and when she did approach, she hid behind Godrick.

The nameless dragon eyed them all curiously, before nodding. Without another word, it spread its wings and took off. Hugh staggered a little in the wind of its takeoff, but he didn’t fall.

“That… that was seriously it?” Talia asked. “It really just wanted to look at us and go?”

Hugh shrugged, and moved to climb into the skiff.

There was a sealed scroll lying on one of the benches. Hugh grabbed it, examining it more closely. It was addressed to Alustin in an elegant hand, and the wax seal had a ward spellform embossed into it. Hugh could tell that the ward would destroy the scroll if opened improperly, but there were also a number of other marks that Hugh didn’t recognize in the ward spellform— he was guessing they determined how the ward was supposed to be opened.

Hugh held out the scroll to Alustin. “Sir, this is addressed to you.”

Alustin took the scroll, an interested look on his face. “It seems our visitor didn’t merely come to satisfy his curiosity.”

Alustin strode off a distance from the others to open the scroll.

“Did the scroll say who it was from, Hugh?” asked Sabae. Hugh shook his head.

Alustin spent a solid ten or fifteen minutes poring over the contents of the scroll. When he returned to the skiff, he merely shook his head when asked about it.

As they prepared to sail back into the city, Hugh made eye contact with Sabae, who shot a glance at Avah and shook her head slightly. Hugh didn’t like it, but Sabae was probably right about not discussing the scroll around Avah.

 

By the time the skiff was ready to go, twilight was already turning towards night. As they sailed back around the city towards the harbor, lights began coming on in the city. 

There were no torches or bonfires in Theras Tel— wood was far too precious. Even oil was seldom used. Instead, even as expensive as they were, glow crystals adorned Theras Tel. They ran up and down the streets, were found in shop windows, studded the edges of the aqueducts, and even ran down along the paths and ladders connecting the cliff dwellings.

The entire plateau lit up like the world’s biggest candle at night.

Always before, they’d been either in the city proper or down in the harbor at night— and while the city lights were certainly beautiful enough from inside, they were nothing like the view from outside the city.

“It’s beautiful,” Hugh whispered. 

Godrick let out a low whistle, and Sabae and Talia looked just as impressed.

“I’ve seen this sight dozens of times,” Avah said, from where she was controlling the sail, “and I still never get tired of it.”

Alustin seemed lost in his own little world as they glided over the sands, clutching the scroll in his hands.

“Definitely about more than just a book,” whispered Sabae.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Stormbreaker

 

A sandstorm struck Theras Tel the next day.

The five of them had all taken the lifts up into the city— Alustin judged it safe enough for them to be up there during the day, so long as they stuck together. The mystery cultists hadn’t attacked during the day yet, and they were unlikely to start now.

Hugh did notice, however, that Alustin made doubly sure that Godrick brought his hammer with him.

The bells started ringing while they were eating at a food stall that sold some sort of pastry filled with candied ginger and peppers. Talia, ironically, had proven the least capable of handling spicy foods, and she had opted for one that just had ginger.

The bells, located in Indris’ palace, were apparently magically enhanced to echo around the city- no normal bell could be this loud. As soon as the bells started ringing, dragons took off from every one of the roosting towers. The sky was suddenly filled with dozens and dozens of the massive beasts— Hugh was shocked they didn’t crash into one another.

Strangely, the people of Theras Tel didn’t seem alarmed in the slightest. 

“You’re going to want to see this,” Avah said, then she rapidly shoveled the rest of her pastry into her mouth. 

“See what?” Godrick asked.

“Sandstorm,” Avah somehow managed to mutter around a mouthful of pastry.

 

 

 

 

Avah led them to the base of one of the dragon roosting towers. A large crowd was already filing into the base of it, to Hugh’s surprise.

“The towers are generally closed to the public, but they open them up before a sandstorm,” Avah said. 

“Do they lock up the dragon treasure beforehand?” Hugh asked, visions of mounds of gold coins dancing in his head.

“Dragons keep their money in banks like everyone else,” Avah said. “Hoards don’t accrue interest.”

Hugh opened his mouth, then shut it again. That made a lot of sense, actually. Plus, a dragon wouldn’t have to worry about guarding its hoard all the time that way.

It took them a solid half hour to file up the narrow staircase towards the open floor where the dragons roosted— there were just too many people in the tower already.

Most of the crowd was clustered all to the west side already when they got up there— apparently that was the direction storms usually came from this season.

Godrick eyed the crowd, then smiled. “Ah’ve got an idea,” he said, before turning and walking away from the crowd towards the nearly empty east side of the roosting area.

Godrick walked over to one of the columns holding up the roof and placed his hand on it. He closed his eyes, assuming an expression of concentration. After a minute or so, he opened his eyes back up and walked around to the edge of the platform.

Then he winked, and apparently stepped off the edge of the platform behind the column.

Hugh and the others rushed to the edge, only to find Godrick hanging off a stone ladder he’d shaped into the back of the column.

“I bet you think you’re clever as a snowcat in a tree,” Talia said. 

Godrick just chuckled and started climbing.

The others, making sure no one was paying attention, climbed up after him. Once everyone was up, Godrick smoothed away the ladder, to make sure they’d have the roof to themselves.

Once he’d finished that, Talia promptly kicked him in the shin. “That’s for scaring me like that!” she said.

Godrick feigned a mortal wound, much to the amusement of the others.

The roof was as flat as the floor below, and offered a truly spectacular view of the city and the surrounding desert. 

“I don’t see a sandstorm,” Hugh said.

“It’ll likely be at least another hour until it gets here,” Avah said, “if not longer. Indris has quite a few scrying mages of various sorts watching for sandstorms.”

“Windtalkers, mostly,” Sabae added.

When Hugh looked at her questioningly, Sabae just shrugged. “Indris is probably the most powerful weather mage on Ithos outside of my family. We keep tabs on her.”

“Where’d all the dragons go?” Talia asked. 

Hugh looked around, realizing that Talia was right— there were only a few dragons left in the sky.

“All of Indris and Ataerg’s children are accomplished wind mages in their own right,” Avah said. “They fly out to all ships within range of the city and defend them from sandstorms, just as Indris does for the city itself.”

“Ataerg?” Talia asked. 

“Indris’ mate,” Sabae explained. “He’s enormous for a male dragon, almost two thirds of Indris’ length. They’ve mated exclusively with one another for over a century. His territory is in the deep northwest of the Endless Erg, with his lair in a huge maze of stone pillars and caverns. Half their children live with him, and half here with Indris.”

“I thought dragons changed mates just about every mating flight,” Talia said.

“Most do,” Sabae said, “but not Indris and Ataerg. They don’t even have a hard and fast border between their territories, which is almost unheard of.”

 

Witnessing a sandstorm approach from this height was a completely different experience than from on a ship among the dunes.

Hugh could see many times farther from the top of the tower, and he caught sight of the sandstorm long before it even came close to the city. 

It started as a faint smudging on the western horizon, but rapidly grew larger. The center resolved into recognizable clouds first as the storm approached. 

If anything, the higher vantage point made the storm more impressive, not less. It extended as far north and south as the eye could see, without a hint of weakening in either direction. The great height of Theras Tel was still dwarfed by the storm— as it grew closer, it became more and more apparent how far the stormwall towered above the city.

Hugh could see quite a few ships running before the storm, each escorted by a dragon of Indris’ brood. From what Avah and Sabae had told them, though, most would hunker down, each protected by one of the dragons. While a properly prepared ship could usually survive the storms well enough, having one of Indris’ children to shield the ship with its magic would be enough to prevent damage entirely.

The distant rumble of the storm slowly grew deafening, and the wind grew steadily stronger and stronger, to the point where Hugh needed to lean against it. The storm was still miles away, and even though he knew better, it looked like it would swallow them in a heartbeat. 

Hugh could feel the aether thicken as the storm grew closer. One of the best indicators of the power of a storm was, apparently, the change that could be felt in the aether. 

Judging by what he felt, this storm was going to be far more powerful than the one they’d faced before.

Indris waited for what seemed like the last possible moment before taking to the sky. He didn’t see her take off, but Avah shook his shoulder, yelling into his ear over the noise, and he turned to see the dragon queen lift into the sky above the city. Several of her children returned to her side as she did so.

They looked like sparrows beside an eagle. Hugh was struck again by how astonishingly massive Indris was— if she were to crash inside the city, she would probably demolish several city blocks before she came to a stop.

For that matter, if she were merely to try and walk around inside the city streets she would obliterate countless buildings beneath her. It seemed a little ironic to Hugh that Indris was a queen that could never walk the streets of her own city.

Then the howl of the wind just… stopped. Hugh staggered forwards when the wind he was leaning against disappeared, and the noise of the storm dropped from a roar to a muted rumble.

Hugh could hear cheering from below and in the streets.

At first Hugh couldn’t see what had changed— the storm was still coming, the dunes dissolving just ahead of it. Then he saw what looked like a wall raising up from the sand about a mile out from the city, but spinning.

Suddenly, Hugh realized what he was seeing. 

Indris Stormbreaker had raised a miles long wind-shield around the entire city. 

The wall was raising itself farther and farther around the edge of the city. It was sand being lifted upwards farther into the cyclone of the windshield. When the windshields had gone up around the Moonless Owl and the pirates, they’d filled with blowing sand almost immediately. Theras Tel’s windshield, however, was so massive that the sand would take several minutes to get all the way to the top.

People started pouring out into the streets when the noise of the storm muted. Hugh could hear shouting, cheering, and even music. Street vendors were rolling out kegs of ale, wine, and spirits— it was clearly apparent that this was very familiar territory to the inhabitants of Theras Tel.

The stormwall hit with a crashing rumble that seemed to vibrate the city, and everything went completely dark. The sound faded quickly, however, and the cheering resumed, even in the pitch-black of the storm. 

Within moments, a lightning strike landed near the city. It wasn’t blinding like it had been on the Moonless Owl— instead, it was like seeing it through a cup full of ale. Indris’ windshield was so thick and sand-laden that the light could barely penetrate through it. 

Several more lightning bolts struck, each giving off that same diffuse glow. It was really quite beautiful.

Slowly, Hugh realized that it was growing light again— the glow-lights of the city were coming on in response to the fall of darkness. They shimmered upwards against the sand-laden windshield, which glittered and shifted like some strange fluid in the city’s light.

Soon, the city and the desert contained within the windshield looked as though they were in a bubble at the bottom of some strange, alien sea. 

Seeming quite satisfied with herself, Indris slowly descended to the courtyard in front of the palace, just in front of the two massive stone dragon statues. Hugh was slightly surprised to see that they weren’t even as large as Indris was. 

“That… that was…” Hugh began.

“Ayup,” Godrick said.

Everyone was silent for a bit.

“I think I kinda understand why people join Indris’ cult now,” Talia said.

“That… was a rather more impressive sight than my family made it out to be,” Sabae said. “Indris might not be able to steer the paths of storms, but this… this takes an absurd amount of raw power.”

No one spoke for a few more minutes, watching the windshield swirl and glitter in the city’s light. They all lay down on their backs to watch the shield and the lightning strikes. When the lightning bolts struck now, they appeared very differently than they had before— now they were equalizing the light on both sides of the shield, so lightning flashes gave glimpses of the swirling storm outside.

Below them, the impromptu festival seemed to have filled the entirety of the city’s streets. Bards and bands played on every corner, and dances had formed up everywhere.

“We should head back down and join the party,” Avah said, climbing to her feet.

Hugh immediately felt his shoulders tense. He was decent at handling crowds when he didn’t feel like anyone was paying attention to him, but he’d never been in a crowd even close to that dense or worked up before.

“I kind of like it up here,” he started, but Avah reached out and grabbed him by the hand, trying to haul him up as well.

“It’ll be fun, I promise!” Avah said. 

Hugh’s hand tingled where Avah held it, and he groaned and let himself be pulled to his feet. 

“Alright, fine,” he acquiesced.

“Ah’ll remake the ladder,” Godrick said, climbing to his feet as well.

“I’ve got a better idea,” Talia said, a wicked grin on her face. “Let’s have Hugh get us down.”

Hugh’s eyes widened at that. “I’m really fine with going down the normal way.”

“What are we talking about?” Avah asked.

“Ah like this plan,” Godrick said.

“Sabae, what do you think?” Talia asked.

Sabae smiled widely. “Let’s do it.”

Hugh let out a deep sigh.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

The Calm During The Storm

 

They all leapt off the top of the tower together on the count of three, holding hands. A few people screamed in the crowd below until Hugh’s levitation cantrip kicked in and their fall slowed to a slow downward glide.

Hugh had refined the basic spellform quite a bit since he’d first used the spell, he was only slowing the fall of five, rather than six, people, and his mana reservoirs were larger than they used to be, but it was still exhausting to cast. 

They gently landed in the space the crowd had cleared for them to general cheering. Avah was laughing hysterically. “Let’s do that again!” she shouted.

The crowd clustered back in, and someone pressed a wineskin into Hugh’s hand. “As thanks for the show!” the man shouted, before turning back to dance with a woman wearing stilts.

Hugh eyed the wineskin suspiciously. He’d had a glass or two with dinner often enough before, and in one of the rare moments of closeness he’d had with his cousins, they’d stolen a small cask and drank entirely too much of it, but…

“Are you going to drink, or just stare at it?” Talia shouted over the crowd.

Hugh stuck out his tongue at her, then he popped open the wineskin and took a swig. It was possibly the worst wine he’d ever tasted in his life, but he took another and passed the wineskin to Talia.

They passed around the wineskin as they wandered around the crowd. They passed dancers in all manner of costume (and more than a few who had more of a lack of costume), acrobats, musicians, and jugglers. Talia was particularly taken with a fire mage who was acting out entire battles in the street with flame soldiers less than an inch tall.

Dragon cultists were everywhere, preaching the glories of Indris. Hugh thought that Indris holding back the storm was probably far more effective at inspiring converts than anything that the cultists had to say, but the fact that they were giving out free food and drink made their sermons quite popular.

After the first wineskin, they found an impromptu outdoor tavern where ice mages were creating slush-like alcoholic confections. Hugh got one that tasted overwhelmingly of mint.

They spent who knows how long wandering the streets and enjoying the festival. The locals of Theras Tel were old hands at organizing these impromptu celebrations. The Cult of Indris didn’t have any other holidays, other than a festival celebrating the laying of each new clutch of eggs Indris and Ataerg had. It made the celebration a sort of wild abandon that Hugh had never experienced before— everyone was throwing down their responsibilities on only a couple hours’ notice.

Overhead, the storm roiled and twisted, not relenting in the slightest. Lightning bolts regularly pounded into Indris’ windshield, but according to Avah, they never made it through— the sheer amount of sand carried by the shield absorbed all the hits, fusing into fulgurites, or lightning-glass. The sand near the base of the shield would be littered with them by the end of the storm. Given how often enchanters used lightning-glass, it would all be gathered up and sold by entrepreneurial members of the city’s population at the end of the storm.

Avah would have continued in this vein for quite a while longer if Godrick hadn’t interrupted to point out a street where gravity mages were working together to lower everyone’s weight, and dancers were leaping fifteen feet into the air with their partners.

“Let’s go dance!” Avah said, pulling on Hugh’s arm. 

“I don’t know how,” he admitted, his stomach twisting. She’d probably just go ask Godrick to dance instead, and…

“It’s easy, I’ll show you!” Avah said, pulling him even harder. Hugh relented, letting her pull him into the area of lowered gravity.

In retrospect, that might have not been the best place to learn. Hugh managed to crash them into at least three other pairs of dancers in mid-air, getting them both kicked out of the area. Thankfully, Avah seemed more amused by that than anything. They stood on the sidelines, watching as Talia danced with Godrick and Sabae danced with a boy their age with hair even longer than hers. 

Hugh was, however, paying a lot less attention to their friends than to the fact that Avah hadn’t let go of his hand yet.

 

Everywhere they wandered, Hugh saw mages at work— creating entertainments of every sort for the crowd. Illusions, magically enhanced foods, and more. 

A slightly more sober part of Hugh (admittedly, at this point, a rather small part) marveled at the density of the aether the storm brought them. He would have expected Indris’ windshield to take up most of the available mana, but even though Indris mana use was so demanding on the aether that he could actually feel it swirling towards Indris, it was still far more available than usual in Theras Tel.

Most of Hugh, however, was focused on Avah. They’d wandered the festival hand in hand, following behind the others and talking. (And trying to ignore the ridiculous kissing faces Godrick and Talia kept making at Hugh whenever Avah couldn’t see them. Sabae, thankfully, did her best to keep that to a minimum.)

“Hugh, look! It’s yer fountain!” Godrick called back.

Ahead of them was Hugh’s favorite fountain in the city, the one with the dancers made entirely of water endlessly twirling about. The street they were in was a little quieter than many of the others they’d wandered through— it was still packed with people, but most were eating or talking amongst their friends, rather than dancing or celebrating. A few musicians idly played in front of a closed up shop.

The five of them sat down on the edge of the fountain for a breather. None of them were even remotely sober, and they’d all been on their feet for hours. 

It was probably thanks to the alcohol, but when the idea came to Hugh, he didn’t even feel remotely nervous about it. He let go of Avah’s hand, took his spellbook off from over his shoulder and handed it to Godrick, then he darted over to the musicians. 

Hugh whispered his request to the lead musician, tossing a handful of Tel Theras coins into the hat in front of her. She tipped her enormous feathered hat at him, then re-situated her lute to a more comfortable position and started giving orders to the rest of the band.

Hugh darted back to the fountain as the band readied their instruments, and gave his best attempt at a court bow to Avah. “May I have this dance?” he asked.

She giggled. “That was the worst bow I’ve ever seen, but yes, you may.” She stood up and offered him her hand.

Hugh, swollen with the confidence and drink, somehow managed to ignore Godrick’s whistle, as well as Sabae’s terrible attempt at one.

Hugh took Avah’s hand, but rather than put his arms around her, stepped past her into the fountain. His boots immediately filled with water, but he didn’t pay that any attention.

“What are you?…” Avah began, then her eyes lit up, and she hopped into the fountain next to him. The two of them waited at the edge of the fountain for the perfect moment, then strode farther in.

The band began to play a tune that perfectly matched the movements of the fountain’s water dancers. Hugh and Avah carefully matched the poses of the dancers, then began mirroring their every move.

It felt like they danced for hours, the crowd around them laughing and cheering, many of them starting to dance as well— though no one else hopped in the fountain. Hugh ignored everything going on around them, staring into Avah’s eyes the whole time. 

He knew he should kiss her, but even the alcohol wasn’t giving him enough courage. Hugh swallowed, feeling his stomach start to knot up.

Avah, to Hugh’s great surprise and pleasure, was much more confident than he was. The crowd cheered even louder.

They stopped dancing as they kissed, until the water dancers danced right into them, soaking them both completely.

 

 

Hugh woke up slowly, his head feeling like it was filled with wool. He felt a heavy weight on his right arm, and looked over to see Avah snoring gently, leaning on him.

Above them, the storm still blew, but Hugh could visibly see that it was weakening. 

Hugh gradually came fully awake. Had… had that kiss really happened? It felt a bit like a dream, but Hugh was pretty sure it actually had. 

After the dance in the fountain, they’d wandered the streets for a few hours longer as the festival continued around them. The last thing Hugh remembered, someone had handed them a flask full of something made of apples. 

Mostly apples, at least.

Hugh looked to his left, where Sabae and Talia both slept propped up against Godrick, who, in turn, was propped up against the same thing that Hugh… wait, what were they resting against? It was warm, smooth, and moving faintly.

Hugh sat bolt upright. Avah lost her balance, and she awoke with a startled squeak.

The naga’s tail he’d been leaning against twitched, and he woke up from where he was lying, cuddled up with a half-eaten cake. The naga glanced at him, seeming barely awake. “Thanks again for the cake,” he said, shifting his tail again, then he lowered his head back down and went to sleep.

Hugh had no idea what that was about. 

He slowly stood up, helping Avah to her feet as well. The others, woken by the naga moving around, started moving as well. Hugh patted his side, finding his spellbook slung over his shoulder— he’d apparently taken it back from Godrick at some point.

His clothes were dry, at least.

They were lying on the side of a city square. There were several other passed-out revelers scattered about near them, as well as one fellow aimlessly staggering about. Hugh could see crowds of revelers down several streets, but the party seemed to be dying with the storm.

“Ow,” Avah said, clutching her head with her hands. “What the hell happened last night?” 

Hugh froze, afraid that Avah had completely forgotten their kiss.

“The last thing I remember was Godrick trying on the stilts after that drink that tasted like apples,” she said.

Hugh definitely didn’t remember that. To his great relief, Avah leaned forwards and gave him a quick kiss.

“I had a lot of fun last night,” she said.

Hugh blushed, and mumbled something. Avah chuckled.

 

The storm ended completely as the five of them slowly staggered back towards the port. It had lasted a full day, and it was early afternoon when the sun was revealed again.

Indris, visibly exhausted even from this distance, rose back into the air as the shield began to fall. The shield didn’t fall all at once, but instead began to retreat downwards away from the top of the dome it had formed. Shockingly little sand fell onto the city below as the shield swirled down to the ground.

The enormous dragon queen slowly gained altitude, then began gliding around to her palace.

The five of them idly tried to piece together what had happened towards the end of the night with mixed success. Godrick seemed to have vague recollections of the five of them riding a dragon as drunk as they were through the streets, but they all agreed that was absurd. Talia muttered something unflattering about ink mages and tattoos, but wouldn’t elaborate further.

They’d been walking for around an hour and were about halfway back to the port when they heard Indris scream in rage. Even from miles away and shielded by the bulk of the palace, it was by far the loudest noise Hugh had ever heard. It hit him with physical force, sending him staggering.

Indris tore through the roof of her palace as though it were paper, sending chunks of masonry the size of houses hurtling through the air. Hugh could feel the whole city shudder.

Indris’ shoulder tore through a major aqueduct like it wasn’t even there, sending a river of water pouring down into the city streets. She spread her wings and took to the air, bellowing again. 

Hugh and the others covered their ears and braced themselves against the sound. The roar completely drowned out the sound of the masonry chunks raining down on the city, crashing into mansions, streets, and even a roosting tower, which cracked, but didn’t fall. 

Indris’ entire brood seemed to take to the air at once, swirling wildly around the dragon queen.

“My egg!” bellowed Indris. “My egg has been stolen!”

As Hugh’s hearing slowly returned, he heard the screaming begin.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Theft Most Foul

 

The five of them desperately jogged through the city. Citizens rushed everywhere, panicked and confused. At one point they were stopped by a chunk of palace masonry that had blocked the street. They could only drag Sabae away from trying to heal people injured by rockshards thrown by the impact when a team of trained healers showed up on the scene.

Indris’ brood swirled wildly through the air, bellowing and searching. Several times the five of them had to take a different turning to avoid a dragon stalking down a city street, angrily shoving its snout into doors and windows.

City guardsmen and dragon cultists swarmed everywhere as well, seeming to question citizens almost at random. The five of them were somehow overlooked each time— a group of hungover teenagers apparently weren’t high on the list of suspects.

What should have been the walk of less than an hour to get to the lifts down to the port ended up taking them almost four. Things had settled down a little bit, but largely just because most of the citizens had retreated inside. Several store owners offered to let the five of them in, but they’d refused each time, convinced that getting back to the Owl would be best. 

Despite the increasingly deserted streets towards the end of their trek, they found a shockingly huge crowd at the plaza with the lifts down to the harbor. Merchants and travelers clamored to get down to their ships, while locals were standing around and gawking.

Unable to work their way through the crowd, Hugh and the others found a narrow combination stairway and alley with a view of the plaza.

The lifts themselves were being blocked by a small army of guardsmen and cultists, as well as no less than four of Indris’ brood, one of which even surpassed Kanderon in size. 

When the crowd pressed forwards, one of the dragons let loose a gout of flame over their heads, and the crowd frantically drew backwards.

Only one of the lifts was moving, and it was slowly creeping upwards. As it drew into sight, Hugh could see that it was packed with guardsmen and cult mages, all clustered around a single prisoner. 

At the front of the pack on the lift was a figure with a bald shining head that Hugh recognized immediately— Eudaxus, High Priest of the Cult of Indris.

The guardsmen in the plaza forced the crowd farther back as the group stepped off the lift and marched out into the plaza. They moved slowly, since there was only so fast the scared and shouting crowd could get out of the way.

Eudaxus’ group was halfway across the plaza before Hugh finally caught a glimpse of the prisoner. He could hear all of his friends make noises of shock at the same time.

It was Alustin.

 

 

Talia and Hugh lunged forwards at the same time. Talia was snarling, while Hugh was absolutely silent. Before they could plunge forwards into the crowd, however, their friends grabbed them— Godrick grabbed Talia, and Avah and Sabae held back Hugh.

“We need to help him!” Hugh yelled. 

Talia yelled something inarticulate, then bit Godrick’s arm. He winced, but held on.

“There’s nothing we can do!” Sabae said. Hugh kept struggling, and Sabae shook him. “There’s nothing we can do!” she yelled.

Hugh slowly stopped struggling, trying to catch his breath. Sabae let him go and strode over to Talia, who was yelling and kicking Godrick’s shins repeatedly.

Sabae slapped her in the face.

“Are you trying to get us all killed?” she yelled.

Talia froze, glaring murder at Sabae. Slowly, however, she let out a long breath and seemed to relax. Godrick let go of her, rubbing his arm where she’d bitten him.

“Ah think yeh drew blood,” he said reproachfully.

Hugh noticed that a few people at the back of the crowd were staring at them curiously.

“There’s nothing we can do to help Alustin right now,” Sabae said. “If we try to break him loose right now, we’ll be taken captive immediately, if we’re lucky. More likely we’ll just be incinerated or eaten by one of those dragons. We need to retreat and find somewhere to hunker down until we know what’s going on.”

Hugh nodded. Talia glared a moment longer, then she begrudgingly tilted her head.

They set out at a brisk walk, without any specific destination in mind— just trying to avoid guardsmen and dragons. No one spoke for a long time— Hugh, even though he knew Sabae was right, couldn’t help but feel angry at the whole situation, as well as at himself for not being able to do more. After everything Alustin had done for Hugh, he couldn’t do a single thing to help him in return. 

If Avah hadn’t been there once again, they likely would have died. All of the apprentices were too lost in their own misery and not paying attention to their surroundings when the first flight of crossbow bolts and spears came hurtling at them from the windows and doors on either side of the street. Avah, the only one of them really paying attention, somehow managed to block the entire flight of projectiles. She staggered to the ground as she did so, almost entirely drained.

Robed members of the mystery cult that had attacked them before came pouring out of the nearby buildings, as well as out of the nearby alley.

“Take the Kaen Das girl alive!” one of them shouted. “Kill the rest!”

 

 

 

Godrick frantically backpedaled and worked at the straps holding his sledgehammer to his back as a cultist jabbed his spear at him. Why hadn’t he just been carrying it, given how tense things were? If he’d already had the hammer out, he could have blocked the…

Godrick cursed himself for a fool. He didn’t need his hammer to block with. He envisioned the steel-repelling spellform he’d used against the pirates. As the cultist prepared to jab at him again, Godrick poured mana into the spellform. The cultist’s spear slid back through his hands, cutting them open as it did so, then it slammed butt-first into the stomach of another cultist behind them. 

Another cultist charged at him from the side, but a lump of quartz shot out of nowhere and knocked the front third of the spear off in a spray of splinters. The cultist stared at it foolishly for a moment before Godrick’s fist obstructed his view.

Avah seemed to be blocking most of the crossbow bolts, but while Godrick had a second, he reached out with his affinity senses looking for more crossbow bolts. He quickly disarmed several crossbows being loaded in the buildings above them by pushing against their steel points, as well as scattering the contents of several quivers.

Godrick finally got the straps untied, and began the spellforms to craft his stone breastplate. In a melee like this, it would have been wonderful if he could construct the full armor like his father did, but…

A pair of cultists attempted to flank Godrick, while a third came at him from the front. Godrick swung out with his hammer at the cultist on his right just as he finished crafting his breastplate spellforms. The front cultist’s spear was knocked out of his hands by the breastplate as it formed out of the stone of the street and flew to Godrick’s chest, and the cultist on the right had his calf broken by the hammer.

The cultist on Godrick’s left was struck in the head by a dreamfire bolt, and Godrick winced at the sight and looked away.

 

 

Hugh helped Avah stand as he frantically smashed the lump of quartz into wrists, ankles, and spears. Thankfully, most of the cultists were focusing more on the other three, who made more obvious threats. Talia in particular had drawn the attention of a pair of fire mages, and the three were locked in a long-ranged duel.

“Hugh, I don’t think I can block many more crossbow bolts,” Avah said.

“You can’t shatter their crossbows this time?” Hugh said.

Avah shook her head as she deflected several more crossbow bolts. “I already shattered as many as I could, but the rest seem to have been enchanted to prevent wood mages from doing that. I’m not a battlemage, Hugh, I don’t know what else to do.”

“You can still sense their crossbows, right?” Hugh asked. Somewhat to his shock, he managed to block a thrown spear with one of his crystal bracelets. He barely even felt anything from it— the weight of the bracelets had grown enough over the past few weeks that Hugh was fairly sure he wouldn’t be able to lift them at all if he deactivated the prioperceptive link.

“Yes,” Avah said, “but…”

“So use your senses to locate where the strings connect to the wood, then burn them with a fire-starting cantrip,” Hugh said, launching his chunk of quartz into a cultist’s stomach.

Avah blinked, then she furrowed her eyebrows in concentration. Within seconds, a series of snapping noises and curses came out of the nearby windows.

Hugh nodded, and focused on keeping cultists back from the two of them with the chunk of quartz.

 

 

Sabae backhanded a cultist with a gust strike, sending him flying. 

They wanted her? Why did they want her? Sure, she came from one of the most powerful and wealthy mage families on the continent, and…

Vines came whipping out of a cultist’s robes straight at her, and Sabae detonated her wind armor near her feet, sending her flying upwards and backwards.

That had been her real hang-up with the mobility techniques Alustin had been trying to teach her— she kept trying to release the wind in a controlled fashion in one direction, which seemed logical. Counterintuitively, however, the means to control her jumps had come from releasing the wind in a chaotic fashion. At least, somewhat chaotic— by detonating the wind armor in a very specific manner, she could actually launch herself accurately.

By the time she landed, she’d already spun the wind armor around her feet back up, and it took most of the impact for her.

The plant mage was still charging her direction, vines latching onto posts and doorframes to pull her towards Sabae even faster. Sabae could see that the vines all led to a backpack filled with dirt on the woman’s back.

Who would have expected to encounter a plant mage in the desert?

Sabae blasted off to her right again— she couldn’t let herself get separated from the others any more than she already had. 

Midleap, however, something curled around one ankle, and Sabae felt herself crash into the ground.

Sabae twisted to see the cultist smiling as her vine wound its way around Sabae’s ankle. Sabae desperately launched a gust strike against the vine, but it held firm. Another vine lashed out, catching her other leg. 

“I’ve got her!” the plant mage shouted, as a third vine shot towards Sabae.

It never reached her.

A figure with brilliant red hair came hurtling out of the sky, slicing all three of the vines apart. The ones on Sabae’s legs went limp immediately.

For a brief moment Sabae thought that Talia had picked up a pair of shortswords somewhere, until she recognized the figure.

It was Bandon Flame-Hair, the city guard captain they’d met at the meeting.

Bandon glanced at her and nodded, then he shot forwards towards the plant mage like he’d been fired out of a ballista.

 

The tides of battle turned swiftly with Bandon’s arrival.

He was everywhere in the battle— and not just figuratively. The instant he planted a sword in the chest of the plant mage, he seemed to split into a half-dozen copies of himself, each of which launched themselves into the crowd of cultists.

For a moment Hugh thought that Bandon actually somehow copied himself, until he saw a cultist’s spear pass harmlessly through one of the Bandons— they were just illusions. 

Still, it was absurdly impressive. Each illusion seemed to act completely independently of one another, and Hugh couldn’t even start to keep track of them all as they hurtled around the battlefield. It was like one of those roadside games where a gambler hid a coin in a cup, then shuffled around a whole group of identical cups, leaving the player to guess where the coin was.

And, like the people who played that game, the cultists never won. 

Bandon pretty clearly had a force attunement as well— those absurd leaps were entirely normal for a force mage, though more powerful ones were able to fly. Bandon also regularly used it to send cultists— or entire groups of cultists, flying uncontrolled into the air as well.

Within a few short moments of entering the battle, he’d cut down nearly a dozen cultists, sent even more flying, and put the rest into confusion. It quickly turned into a rout, the cultists fleeing en masse.

Only one stayed and tried to fight— one of the fire mages that had been dueling Talia. He sent firebolts hurtling into all six copies of Bandon, but to the mage’s shock, they passed harmlessly through all of them.

Then, to everyone else’s shock, the fire mage’s head seemed to just fall off.

The six copies all faded away, and then the real Bandon shimmered into view from where he’d been standing invisibly behind the mage, swords dripping blood.

 

The red-headed guard captain glanced at his blades, and the blood just ran off them all at once— Hugh guessed that he’d used a cantrip of some sort. Bandon slid his swords back into the sheaths on his back almost casually, then he turned to the teenagers.

Bandon raised his hands, palms out. “I’m here as a friend; no need for us to fight as well.”

“What do you want?” Sabae demanded. “Why is Eudaxus arresting Alustin?”

“Several of Indris’ cultists reported seeing Alustin in the palace during the storm,” Bandon said. “He’s the prime suspect for the theft of the queen’s egg. You four apprentices are wanted for questioning as well.”

Hugh tensed up again, ready to fight if need be. He could see the others doing the same. 

“I’m not here to take you in,” Bandon said. “I’m a friend, like I said.”

“So what do you want, then?” Sabae asked.

“I want to help, and it’s pretty clear who the actual culprits are,” Bandon said, kicking the corpse of a cultist with his foot. “I’ve got a safe-house you can hunker down in, like you were planning to do, until we know what’s going on and can clear Alustin’s name. I’d rather not put teenagers into the custody of the dragon cult right now, as riled up as they are— they weren’t entirely under Eudaxus’ control even just with the threat of the mystery cult, let alone with this.”

The five of them glanced at each other, then Sabae turned back to Bandon and nodded. “Fine. We’ll come with you for now.”

“Good,” Bandon said. “We should get moving quickly— someone will be here soon to investigate the noise from the fight.”

As they followed him into an alleyway, a momentary whim took Hugh, and he grabbed one of the cultist’s necklaces from around their necks. 

 

Bandon managed to scrounge up cloaks for all of them from an empty tailor’s shop. He had to pick the lock to get in— apparently you picked up a lot of interesting tricks working in the city guard— and he actually left money for the cloaks as well.

He’d told Avah that she didn’t need to come with the others— only the apprentices were being looked for, and she’d probably avoid a lot of trouble that way. Avah seemed torn, but when Bandon told them that the lifts were locked down so that no one except the guards and cultists could ride them, and that all ships were being kept from leaving the port until the egg was retrieved, she quickly decided to stick with them.

No one spoke as Bandon— the only uncloaked member of their group— led them through the city. He mostly took them through alleys and narrow side-streets, hoping to avoid as many guardsmen and cultists as possible, not to mention the large numbers of dragons walking the streets. 

 Indris and the majority of her brood still swept the skies above them. Indris frequently roared and bellowed, demanding her egg back. Each time, they had to cover their ears and brace themselves. 

Despite all of Bandon’s precautions, a group of guardsmen still came across them unexpectedly. Hugh readied himself to fight, feeling a strange tingling on his skin. He glanced over to check on his friends, only to realize that they’d all vanished. 

Then he glanced down and realized that he couldn’t even see himself.

“Captain Bandon!” one of the guardsmen called. “Any news?” 

“I heard they captured the bastard that stole the egg,” Bandon said, “but no word of the egg itself,” Bandon said. “What about on your end?”

The soldier shook his head, looking frustrated.

Bandon seemed to consider for a moment. “Why don’t you soldiers report back to the West Undertunnel guard post? It seems like most of the city’s guards are swarming around up here— if the egg’s down in the undertunnels, I doubt they have enough men to search them right now.”

The soldier nodded, then the whole group turned and marched away.

The moment they were out of sight, Bandon sighed, and the tingling on Hugh’s skin ceased. The five teenagers all faded back into view.

Bandon led them through more and more twisting alleys. The streets and buildings got shabbier and shabbier as they moved farther and farther west, and they caught glimpses of beggars huddling in doorways and behind piles of trash, none of which they’d seen towards the midline of the city.

Indris’ flight seemed to grow more erratic and enraged as time wore on and her egg still wasn’t found. They’d been following Bandon for over an hour when they came to a street that dead-ended at the edge of the cliff. 

Bandon sighed in relief. “We’re almost there,” he said. “The safe house is in one of the cliff dwellings below us, it’s just a short climb down.”

As they strode forwards towards the edge, Indris gave another bellow. This one seemed… different, though. It was weaker, shriller, and more anguished than the one before. 

Everyone turned to look.

Indris was lurching around through the air like an unsteady drunk. She missed a beat and dropped through the air before recovering.

Bandon audibly drew in a breath, his eyes round with fear.

“What is this?” he whispered audibly. “What’s going on?”

Indris let loose another pained shriek, then she went limp in midair. Her children frantically dove out of her way as she plummeted out of the sky towards the city.

The impact was so powerful that it shook the whole plateau, actually throwing everyone except Bandon and Godrick off their feet. A massive cloud of dust and rubble rose into the air.

The whole city was completely silent for what felt like an eternity as the dust rose. Then, in an unbelievable cacophony, Indris’ brood began to scream at the top of their lungs.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Safehouse

 

Bandon started to sprint towards the impact site before any of them had even stood up, but then he came to a skidding halt. He looked back at them, then back at the pillar of dust, and then back at them.

Finally, the guard captain seemed to sigh. Hugh couldn’t hear him over the dozens of enraged dragons, but Bandon gestured for them to follow, heading toward the cliff.

They descended a steep stone staircase down the side of the cliff. There was no railing between them and a drop of over a mile. Hugh didn’t have much of a problem with heights, but he still felt a little bit of vertigo.

Several times he caught glimpses of terrified faces looking out from behind the curtains in the doors and windows of the cliff dwellings they passed. No-one was out and about, however, clearly terrified by recent events.

The noise slowly dimmed as they descended, but only from deafening to painful.

Bandon took them down several rickety ladders, another few sets of staircases, and even through a cliff dwelling at one point. Finally, he stopped at what seemed to be a dead end— a landing at the end of a staircase with nothing past it.

“Here,” he said. He reached out, and to Hugh’s shock, dispelled an illusion there, revealing a ladder that appeared to have been shaped from the rock itself. Bandon hopped down onto the ladder and began to descend.

They followed him down.

 

Bandon’s safehouse was surprisingly roomy. It was hidden under an overhang, and was completely invisible from above without any sort of spell whatsoever. The ladder had taken them a considerable distance, much farther down than any other cliff dwellings had been built so far.

Bandon only stayed long enough to show them where the food, bedding, and other supplies were located, before telling them not to go anywhere, and that he’d be back as soon as he could to check on them. Then he clambered back up the ladder. A few minutes later, the ladder rippled and vanished again.

Leaving the five of them alone.

Sabae healed a few minor cuts, bruises, and burns, but no one said much after that.

They assembled a quick meal of dry rations, then all of them curled up and went to sleep. It was only late afternoon, but they were all exhausted, both by the festivities the night before and the events of that day.

 

It was almost two days before Bandon returned, and the news he bore was less than encouraging. The wait hadn’t been an enjoyable one— Talia was still furious about them not going after Alustin, Hugh had withdrawn into himself, and even the normally cheerful Godrick and Avah barely said a word.

Of course, Sabae really wasn’t being much more communicative than the rest of them.

“Indris was poisoned,” Bandon said. “Holding back a sandstorm always leaves her exhausted and hungry, so her priests prepare her a massive feast for the end, usually involving a dozen oxen. It was partway through her feast when one of her priests noticed that the egg was missing. If it hadn’t been for that, she’d likely have finished the feast, which would have been enough poison to kill her twice over.”

The guard captain looked like he hadn’t slept or bathed since he’d seen them last. Sabae was honestly a little surprised that he’d even made it down the ladder without falling, considering how unsteady on his feet he looked.

Bandon ran his hand through his hair. “She’s near-comatose, and when she does awaken she’s barely lucid. They haven’t been able to move her from where she crashed into the city. They’re trying to recover all the corpses and wounded from the wreckage, but without much luck— every time she thrashes in her sleep, more of it collapses.”

“What about Alustin?” Talia demanded.

Bandon sighed. “He’s being kept prisoner in the holding cells of the palace,” he said. “There’s a sizable group of Indris’ cult that just wants him executed on the spot, but the rest of the cult and Eudaxus, the guards, and most of the other factions are holding off until the egg is recovered. So far as I can tell, I’m about the only one who actually thinks he might be innocent. Most of the arguments now are about whether Alustin is working with the mystery cult, Kanderon, or Sabae’s family to try and overthrow Indris. Even Eudaxus seems convinced of his guilt, and the two of them have been friends for years.”

“My family wouldn’t be behind something like this!” Sabae said angrily. Her family had its faults, but something like this would be completely… well, at the very least they wouldn’t attempt a takeover using methods like this.

“Ras Andis is the biggest economic rival of Theras Tel in the region, and your family rules Ras Andis in all but name, Sabae,” Bandon said.

“Any idea why the mystery cultists wanted me prisoner?” Sabae asked. “Were they hoping for a ransom, or?…”

Bandon shrugged. “I honestly have no idea. That seems as likely of an explanation as any other, but…”

“What about my family?” Avah asked.

“They’re fine,” Bandon said. “Still trapped at the docks like every other ship that was here or has been arriving, but no one seems to want to lay any of the blame on them.”

No one else seemed to have anything to say. Eventually, Bandon awkwardly took his leave, making sure to remind them that there was nothing they could do, and not to go anywhere.

They all sat silently for some time after that. Talia angrily stared out the window. Godrick repetitively sculpted a lump of stone between his hands. Hugh sat and stared down at the cultist’s necklace. Avah repeatedly trying to start conversations, only to stop talking almost before the words were out of her mouth.

Sabae sighed and stood up.

“Bandon’s wrong,” she said.

Everyone looked at her. Well, most everyone— Hugh just kept staring at the necklace in his hands. He was probably in one of his funks again— Sabae would have to try her best to pull him out of it later. Or, at the very least, offer what kindness he’d accept from her. 

If Talia wasn’t so angry at everything right now, she’d probably have better luck. Talia might be perpetually belligerent towards the world, but somehow she was always the best of them at dealing with Hugh’s moods, and she seemed to know instinctively when Hugh just needed a friend or when he needed a kick to the shin. 

“About what?” Avah asked.

“About there being nothing we can do,” Sabae said. “It seems to me that we’re about the only ones out there who really want to help Alustin other than Bandon, and he’s not enough. We need to try and prove that he’s not behind the theft of the egg or the poisoning.”

“And how do you expect us to do that?” Talia asked. “We’re just a bunch of teenagers, and we can’t even leave this rat’s nest.”

Sabae stared at her for a moment, then she turned to Hugh. “Hugh, toss me some chalk?” Hugh always had chalk on him for wards.

Hugh didn’t look at her, but he dug into his beltpouch for a stick of chalk and tossed it to her.

“Alright, so let’s write down what we know,” Sabae said. “First off: suspects. We’ve got a mystery cult infiltrating the city, and presumably they want to seize it for their patron, who I’m guessing is some sort of giant intelligent insect or something, judging by their necklaces.” She wrote mystery cult on the wall in chalk.

“If they’re behind poisoning Indris, the motivation is pretty clear— they want their patron to take over the city, and poisoning her is a clear move in that direction. That being said, I have no idea why they haven’t moved yet or why they would have stolen the egg. Or why they want me alive.”

“Next, we’ve got…” she hesitated here for a moment, then wrote Ras Andis on the board. “The city of Ras Andis and my family. I’m fairly confident that they aren’t behind this for a few reasons— we’re still recovering our strength after the Blue Death, we’ve never had any sort of expansionist policy in the past, and I don’t think grandmother would move against the city if they knew I was here. No idea why they’d want to steal the egg, either.”

“If yer family was behind the mystery cult,” Godrick said, “They might have ordered them ta get yeh out of the way.” 

“That’s… possible,” Sabae admitted. “But I don’t think they would have ordered your deaths. Grandmother wouldn’t have sent the book of stormwards to Hugh if she didn’t think of him as something of an investment already, and I’m sure she’s already looking for uses for the rest of you.”

“Except me, of course,” Avah said.

“I’m sure she’ll start trying to find a use for you if she ever hears about you,” Sabae admitted. 

Sabae moved a little farther down the wall. This time, she hesitated even longer, but finally wrote Alustin on the wall.

“Alustin didn’t do it!” Talia said immediately, almost shouting.

“Even if he did,” Sabae started, but Talia interrupted again, looking like she was about ready to fight.

“He didn’t!”

“Even if he did it,” Sabae continued, “do you know what I’d want to do then?”

Talia just glared.

“I’d say we’d either frame someone else or break him out of prison,” Sabae said. “Alustin matters a hell of a lot more to me than Indris does.”

Talia opened her mouth to reply, but then she shut it again. Her gaze softened, and she nodded. “That’s alright then, I suppose.”

“And if it’s your family?” Avah asked.

“They matter a hell of a lot more to me than Indris does too,” Sabae said. “I’d hope you’d all side with me if we need to act against Indris’ government to break Alustin out, but I can’t ask you to do the same if it’s my family.”

Avah shook her head. “I can’t risk getting anyone mad at the Radhan. If you end up turning against the city, I’m staying out of it. And you know you all have no chance against an entire city, right?”

“That’s fair,” Sabae said. “And with things as they are now, I wouldn’t be surprised if the government and the dragon cult are falling into confusion, so I highly doubt we’d be facing any significant resistance in breaking Alustin out.”

“Of course ah’m with yeh,” Godrick said. “Ah mean, ah sure hope we don’t have ta go against Theras Tel, but if we need to, we’re with yeh.”

Talia nodded. “Just point me at what you want me to wreck.”

Hugh looked up long enough to catch Sabae’s eye, then he nodded at her before looking back down at his lap.

“So what’s the case against Alustin?” Talia asked.

“First,” Sabae said, “Kanderon and Indris have butted heads before, and likely the only reason it hasn’t come to actual blows is probably Kanderon having to work with the rest of the Skyhold administration. Given that Alustin is her most trusted agent, it gives him a definite motive, if Kanderon has decided to make a move.”

“And Alustin’s definitely here on a mission,” Talia noted. “We’ve known that much for a while.”

“Second,” Sabae said, as she wrote in chalk on the wall, “is the fact that there are actually witnesses in the palace claiming he was there at the appropriate time.”

“Couldn’t an illusionist have just mimicked Alustin’s appearance?” Talia asked. “Bandon copied his own appearance easily enough.”

“It’s supposed ta be much harder ta copy someone else’s look,” Godrick said. “Somethin’ about anchorin’ the illusion ta the actual image, or it looks like a bad paintin’. Even turnin’ invisible is much easier.”

“So possible, not probable,” Sabae said, noting it down.

“And what would Alustin or Kanderon want with a dragon egg?” Talia asked.

“That’s up in the air too,” admitted Sabae. “So far as I can tell, there doesn’t appear to be any motive for stealing the egg for any party. Plus, that’s what interfered with Indris’ poisoning.” 

“There is a piece of evidence against Alustin being the culprit,” Avah said. “Normally when Indris and Ataerg are having another clutch of eggs, they make a huge announcement about it, and Indris throws a festival in Theras Tel. She didn’t this time. So far as I know, there was no public announcement about the egg at all.”

“How’s that evidence against Alustin?” Godrick asked.

“I’m guessing that Indris knew there was a threat to her egg, which is why she hid it away,” Avah said. “If she had an idea of what the threat was, and it had been Alustin, don’t you think the meeting with her you told me about would have gone very, very differently?”

“What about the message Alustin got from that dragon?” Godrick asked. “How does that fit in? And what would Kanderon and Alustin have ta do with the mystery cult?”

No one had an answer to Godrick’s questions. Everyone just stared at the suspect list.

“Can anyone think of any other suspects?” Sabae finally asked.

“Eudaxus,” Talia said immediately.

“Why would Eudaxus poison Indris or steal her egg?” Avah asked. “He’s in charge of her cult.”

“It’s always the High Priest that’s guilty in novels,” Talia said. “Plus, have you seen that nose? No decent person could have a nose that big.”

Everyone except Hugh just stared at her.

“Does anyone else have anything to add?” Sabae asked, not adding Eudaxus’ name to the list.

“I do,” Hugh said, finally looking up.

Everyone looked at him in surprise.

“I think I know who the mystery cult is worshipping,” Hugh said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

Invisible Ladder

 

Alustin Haber, Librarian Errant of Skyhold and chief agent of Kanderon Crux, the Crystal Sphinx herself, was feeling quite talkative.

This wasn’t unusual for Alustin, but it was rather unusual for a prisoner in Indris’ dungeons. Normally, the jailers had to work quite hard to convince prisoners to talk.

Alustin, however, they couldn’t get to shut up.

A big part of that came from the fact that he was imprisoned in the mage cells. They couldn’t casually enter his cell to kick him around a little bit, since breaking the seal on his cage would give him a chance to refill his mana reservoirs and escape. 

The cages didn’t block the aether entirely— nothing could do that. Nor would they last for more than a couple of weeks before needing to be replaced. But they were enough to keep most mages imprisoned for a time, at least.

It was usually much easier to kill a mage than to imprison them.

Killing Alustin was out of the option, as was leaving him unguarded. So Indris’ jailers had the dubious pleasure of listening to Alustin ramble on about whatever subject interested him at any given moment. 

The jailers often woke prisoners up repeatedly throughout the night to keep them tired and suggestible, but they’d even stopped doing that with Alustin— every time they’d tried it, they’d end up getting a multiple hour lecture immediately.

As Eudaxus entered the jail, the topic today seemed to be agricultural uses of magic in Highvale, specifically in relation to crafting and maintaining terraces in their steep valleys. 

“Ah, Eudaxus!” Alustin said, looking surprisingly cheerful. “Come to join our lecture?”

Eudaxus wanted to snarl at the man. He wanted to kill him and feed him to his queen. He’d considered Alustin a friend, despite his status as Kanderon’s pawn, and to be repaid like this was betrayal of the worst sort.

“I’m giving you a chance to talk, Alustin,” Eudaxus said. “I highly advise you to take it.”

“I am talking,” Alustin said. “About agricultural magic. It’s a surprisingly interesting topic.”

“Why does a battlemage even need to know about…” Eudaxus stopped himself. He was not going to let Alustin get him off topic today.

“I want to know where you hid the egg, and what you used to poison Indris,” Eudaxus said.

“I did neither,” Alustin said, “Though I did once have to carry a hatching hydra egg through ten miles of snake infested jungle. That wasn’t much fun.”

Aggravatingly, Alustin was probably telling the truth about that one.

“Tell us how to access the hidden extraplanar pockets of your bag,” Eudaxus said. By their best guess, the egg was still in Alustin’s shoulder bag— it was famous in certain circles for being able to store massive amounts inside, and it was supposed to have been a gift from Kanderon. Eudaxus had heard a story of Alustin hiding an entire wagon in there once.

“It’s just a bag,” Alustin said. “Nothing magical about it.” He smiled broadly at Eudaxus.

The high priest prided himself on his ability to tell when people were lying to him, but he couldn’t get the slightest read on Alustin right now. He’d played cards with Alustin before, and had never had any trouble picking out all of his tells and easily winning. Had that all been just a bluff? Though, to think of it, being bad at cards was probably more useful to a spy than being good at them.

“Alustin, I can only hold off those who want your head for so long,” Eudaxus said. “I might be able to convince Indris to merely exile you from the city and the desert if we’ve recovered the egg by the time she’s healed. I don’t believe you had anything to do with the poisoning— I think your theft just got caught up at a bad time. I’m trying to help you, my friend.”

Eudaxus actually was sure of nothing of the sort, but his first priority wasn’t punishing Indris’ poisoner. That could wait until after he’d recovered the egg.

Even with all the drama and intrigue this particular egg had already caused.

Alustin just smiled and shook his head. “Anyhow, most of the slopes in Highvale are far too steep to water crops on— it would just result in extensive topsoil erosion. The terraces they’ve constructed instead…”

Eudaxus snarled at his one-time-friend, then he turned and stalked away.

 

Hugh blushed as everyone kept staring at him. “At least, I know how to find out,” he said.

“How?” Avah said.

“I’ve seen these before,” Hugh said, holding up the necklace. “In Galvachren’s Bestiary. There was an illustration of one in it.”

“What is it?” Sabae asked.

“I… uh, don’t actually remember what it is,” Hugh said. “Just that it was in the Bestiary.”

“That doesn’t help us much, does it?” Godrick asked. “Yeh left yer copy at Skyhold, cause it weighs as much as Talia does.” He glanced at her and grinned. “Not, yeh know, that she weighs that much.”

Talia punched him in the side.

“I distinctly remember running into a copy in one of the bookstores we’ve visited here,” Hugh said. 

“Do you remember the specific bookstore you saw it in?” Avah asked. 

“I… think I do. At least, I remember the general neighborhood,” Hugh said. He was fairly sure he could find it again.

“So… we’re supposed to sneak into a city under martial law to find a book you casually encountered at a bookstore that you may or may not remember the location of?” Sabae asked.

Hugh paused for a moment, then nodded. “Uhhhh… yeah, basically.”

 

 

 

They’d forgotten at least one major difficulty to the whole thing— Bandon had left the ladder invisible, and they had no way to fix that.

So they had to climb an invisible ladder.

Hugh desperately tried not to look down. He wasn’t afraid of heights, but climbing an invisible ladder with nothing underneath him for at least a mile was not okay. 

The fact that the wind had picked up didn’t help either.

With every single step upwards he took, Hugh carefully felt upwards for the next rung. Several times he jammed a finger into the underside of rungs.

Eventually, he made it to the top of the ladder. He spent several seconds just sprawled out on the top catching his breath, then he turned to help Avah up.

“That was the absolute worst thing ever,” Avah said.

In the end, they’d decided to just send Hugh and Avah. Everyone else was too distinctive in appearance— Godrick’s size, Talia’s hair and tattoos, and Sabae’s scars. Talia had been furious about having to wait in the cliff dwelling, but in the end, she’d… mostly seen reason. She had insisted that Hugh bring her magic dagger.

Things were still obviously tense, but not as bad as they had been. The swarming dragons were still winging about the city searching for the missing egg or watching over their mother, but they weren’t flying about roaring in panic any longer. People were actually moving out and about a bit, though there still weren’t a ton of them moving around near the cliff dwellings.

That number increased marginally as they reached the top of the cliff and entered the streets, but it was still far, far quieter than Hugh was used to Theras Tel being.

They’d only gone a couple of blocks when Avah reached out to grab Hugh’s hand. Despite everything going on, Hugh couldn’t help but grin at her. Sabae had specifically warned them that this did not count as a date, and not to act like it.

Talia, of all people, had thought that a covert mission in a city under martial law sounded like a good date idea, though she’d seemed oddly grumpy about it.

Actually, in retrospect, that sort of made sense to Hugh. He’d never seen Talia express any sort of romantic interest before, but he was pretty sure that anyone who attracted Talia’s interest would have to be at least as insane as she was.

Avah grinned back at Hugh, then she gave him a mock serious look. “This isn’t a date, it’s just… camouflage. We’re camouflaging ourselves as teenagers on a date.”

Hugh was pretty sure that a lot of his better mood was due to Avah, but just as much of it was from him actually doing something. He’d been miserable just sitting around doing nothing while their teacher was being held in prison.

They’d talked over everything that could go wrong for hours, but one possibility that the four of them had never discussed was, well, nothing going wrong. A few passing guards glanced at them curiously, but never tried to stop them. 

An even greater surprise was that Hugh easily found the bookstore, and it was actually open. 

“Well, I live upstairs, and you’re here, so it’s clearly not a waste of my time,” the shopkeeper said, putting down her own book. She kept court in the bookstore from a massive old armchair and footrest with books sticking out from the sides of the cushions.

Hugh had trouble arguing with that logic. 

Galvachren’s Bestiary cost him quite a lot— enough that Avah cracked a joke about the shopkeeper charging by weight. The old woman just snorted at that.

The way back was just as easy. No one followed them, and hardly anyone looked at them. A few people eyed them curiously as they went down the ladders and stairs of the cliff face, but nothing more than that.

In fact, the only really difficult part of the trip was climbing down the invisible ladder with the book. They ended up having to send Godrick up to do it— he was the only one who could carry the immense tome one-handed, and his stone affinity sense meant he didn’t need to be able to see the ladder.

Of course, Hugh was then faced with the problem of finding the entry in question.

Galvachren, whoever he was, had enchanted all the copies of his book to update whenever he updated his master copy. Over the years, it had apparently grown in size massively, and entries were perpetually moving about and being edited.

It took hours to find the entry in question. It didn’t help that the others kept getting distracted by other entries— the one on the Living Eclipse, a sunbeast the size of a ship that supposedly lived in the depths of the Endless Erg, especially caught Avah’s attention. She insisted on reading the whole thing, just in case.

Eventually, however, Hugh tracked it down. The drawing looked almost identical to the necklace— a curious scarab/mantis hybrid.

 

Issen-Derin: These insects have only been encountered a few times in the history of the Ithonian continent. No one is entirely sure where they came from— they certainly don’t seem natural. While the individual members of a hive aren’t overly imposing, they reproduce and grow at an absolutely terrifying rate. A single queen can grow an army of tens of thousands of drones in mere months. Issen-Derin queens are highly intelligent, making them even more threatening of a foe. They’re only naturally known to be found in labyrinths, but a few times in history they have escaped those unusual ecosystems. When uncontained, they reproduce and consume until they completely collapse the biomes they find themselves in, usually quickly dying off themselves. Despite the intelligence of the queens, this fate has proven universal to Issen-Derin hives. 

Their queens usually establish their hives underground, raiding aboveground for food. Issen-Derin consume nearly anything organic, from fungus to wood to meat.

Two centuries before the fall of the Ithonian Empire, a major Issen-Derin outbreak occurred during the middle of a rebellion of one of Ithos’ territories. The rebels, who had actually been winning, at least temporarily, set aside their grievances to unite forces with the Ithonians to stamp out the Issen-Derin. Despite the rebel forces being too badly damaged in the extermination to continue the rebellion, the Ithonian Emperor actually granted them limited self-rule in gratitude, something unique in Ithonian history. 

 

The entry continued on for several more paragraphs, detailing further incidents of outbreaks. The general idea was clear, however— if you didn’t crack down on an outbreak immediately and aggressively, Issen-Derin swarms could be absolutely devastating.

And, assuming the cultist’s necklaces actually meant they were worshipping an Issen-Derin queen…

“We need to tell someone about this. Now,” Sabae said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Unfortunate Timing

 

“I hate this plan,” Talia said.

“You hate every plan that involves waiting,” Sabae said.

“No, I hate every plan that involves me waiting while others take all the risk,” Talia said. “I’m fine with waiting if I’m trying to ambush someone.”

“I hate this plan too,” Hugh said.

“It was yer idea in the first place,” Godrick said.

Hugh just kept pacing back and forth across the cliff dwelling. 

They’d sent Avah to go find and bring the ripped out page of Galvachren’s Bestiary bearing the information on the Issen-Derin to Bandon. It made the most sense— Avah was the only one of them not being hunted by the guards, and unlike before, Hugh wouldn’t be able to go with her, since there would be no way to avoid attention while actively looking for a guard captain.

It had been hours since Avah had left, and Hugh had been pacing almost the entire time. There really wasn’t that much else to do in the cliff dwelling safehouse— it was that or read through the Bestiary, which Godrick and Sabae had been doing for a couple hours now.

“Oooh, look at this one!” Sabae said to Godrick. “It’s a mile long catfish!”

“That can’t be real,” Godrick said. 

“It says here it is,” Sabae said, jabbing a finger at the book.

“Ah thought of a name for yer jumpin’ spell, by the way,” Godrick said. 

“What’s that?” Sabae asked.

“Windjumpin’,” Godrick said.

“That’s not exactly very creative,” Sabae said. 

“Accurate, though,” Hugh said.

“I hear someone coming,” Talia said.

“Is it Avah?” Hugh asked.

“Not unless she turned into at least a dozen people wearing armor,” Talia said.

Sabae and Godrick scrambled to their feet, and Godrick readied his warhammer. They were ready for a fight, but they weren’t at all expecting to see Eudaxus appear, not at the entrance, but at the window.

On the back of a dragon that was clinging to the cliff.

“I strongly suggest you stand down, children,” the elderly high priest said. 

Hugh glanced at Sabae. She hesitated for a moment, then nodded.

 

“Your girlfriend sold us out,” Talia hissed at Hugh.

“She did not,” Hugh hissed back. “She wouldn’t do that.”

They might be in training to be battlemages, but there really wasn’t much they could do against a dragon yet— especially not when the dragon had had them pinned down in a room without any other exits.

So they’d gone with Eudaxus. The soldiers were escorting them through the city streets to the palace, with the dragon walking just behind them. The walk had taken twice as long as it should have, thanks to the need to avoid both rubble and Indris’ impact site. Eudaxus had sent a dragon cultist messenger ahead of them to prepare prison cells for them.

“The Radhan girl didn’t even mention any of you,” Eudaxus said. “You were foolish enough to send her with a page from Galvachren’s Bestiary, rather than the whole thing. The page retained a magical link to the rest of the book, which my cult’s mages were able to track back to you. We might not have been after her, but we were certainly aware of your affiliation with her. Now, if you please, answer my question.”

“We told you,” Sabae said, “We found that safehouse on our own. No one showed it to us.”

“Your little Radhan friend came looking for Captain Bandon,” Eudaxus said. “It’s quite obvious he’s the one who helped you, I just want to know why.”

“My grandmother has a name for people who prefer to believe their own stories over reality,” Sabae said.

“Is your grandmother supporting these attacks on Theras Tel?” Eudaxus asked.

“Is the name your grandmother has for them idiot?” Talia asked.

“It’s like you know her without having met her,” Sabae said.

“My mother calls them the same thing,” Talia said. “Though with a lot more cursing.”

“Honestly,” Sabae said, “There’s quite a bit of cursing involved with my grandmother, too.”

“Enough, children. Quit attempting to distract me and answer my questions.”

“Which questions?” Godrick asked.

“What do you mean, which questions?” Eudaxus demanded.

“Ah wasn’t really paying attention,” Godrick said, “on account of the dragon.”

Hugh desperately tried not to laugh as Eudaxus spluttered. He was absolutely terrified, and he was fairly sure his friends were too, but when Eudaxus had refused to listen to their pleas about the Issen-Derin, instead repeatedly interrogating them about Alustin, they’d swiftly responded by acting like this. Hugh had mostly stayed quiet, but the others more than made up the difference. He sort of understood why they were doing it— it definitely made him feel a little more confident, and it clearly did the same for them.

It was a brittle sort of confidence, though.

“We’ll see how funny this is when you’re all locked up separately from one another,” Eudaxus said.

“How funny is it going to be when giant insects devour the city?” Sabae asked.

“There are no Issen-Derin in the undertunnels,” Eudaxus insisted again. “It’s quite apparent that Kanderon, your family, or both are acting against us. The necklaces are a trick to keep our eyes off the real threat.”

“And who’s the real threat supposed to be?” Sabae asked.

“That’s what you’re going to tell me soon, girl,” Eudaxus said.

“I think the real threat is you deserving my grandmother’s insults,” Sabae said.

“I’ve had enough of this,” Eudaxus said, turning red in the face. “If you’re not going to answer my questions, be silent.”

None of them said anything after that. 

 

There were, to Eudaxus’ apparent surprise, several high ranking dragon cultists awaiting them at the entrance to the palace. With them was a cult mage covered in fresh bandages. His robes had even more rips in them than he did.

Eudaxus quickly strode over to confer with the others. As they spoke, Eudaxus’ face grew more and more concerned, several times shooting glances back at them. 

While they waited, Hugh inspected the palace. The damage Indris had done when she burst out of it was more than he’d expected— chunks of masonry littered the courtyard in front of the wall, and one of the two dragon statues was missing its head.

“Something’s happened,” Sabae said.

“Obviously,” Talia said.

The high priest began sending guardsmen out on errands. It was several minutes before he was done. When he was, however, he sighed heavily, then trudged over to them.

“It seems,” Eudaxus said, “that I owe you not only an apology, but an admission that I am, in fact, indeed an idiot. The Issen-Derin have been found in the tunnels below Theras Tel.”

Sabae gave him a serious look. “I think that admission might at least disqualify you from being a complete idiot.”

 

Things got very busy after that. Hugh and the others were bustled from meeting to meeting to discuss the two ambushes they’d suffered, though taking Sabae’s lead, none of them mentioned Bandon in the second. The various rooms they were taken to had varying levels of damage to them— one even had an unplanned new window looking straight into a washroom.

The assembled guardsmen and cultists, however, didn’t seem to notice the omission— most of their interest seemed to be in the armaments and mages of the Issen-Derin cultists. The fact that they were largely using spears and crossbows was apparently quite encouraging— both were weapons that could be used with relatively little training, indicating that the enemy cultists didn’t have a great amount of military expertise on their side. The number and quality of mages they had weren’t especially impressive, either.

That somewhat deflated Hugh’s own opinion of their victories.

It was obvious that Eudaxus very much noticed the omission of Bandon from the story. Curiously, he seemed to be helping them deflect the conversation away from Bandon.

To Hugh’s relief, Eudaxus had given orders for Avah to be escorted back to the Moonless Owl. She’d probably be safer there than anywhere in the city right now.

It wasn’t entirely clear if the four of them were guests or prisoners. They were treated politely, and well fed, but Hugh couldn’t help but notice that there were guards on them at all times, and Talia’s daggers and Godrick’s hammer had been confiscated.

And, on top of that, their pleas on behalf of Alustin— even their requests to talk to him— were all summarily denied.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Bells

 

Alustin was, despite all appearances to the contrary, extraordinarily upset about being in prison.

He was rather good at contrary appearances. 

It wasn’t that Alustin wasn’t an eccentric, slightly excitable scholar with a love of both learning and sharing that learning— he most certainly was— but he’d found that exaggerating those aspects of his personality tended to be quite disarming. Even those who knew of his duties to Kanderon Crux and what he was capable of often underestimated him when he began rambling on about forest husbandry in Tsarnassus.

Though, honestly, he did find it slightly perplexing that people didn’t find Tsarnassian forestry management more interesting. It was one of the major reasons why they were one of the wealthiest nations on Ithos, as well as being the main reason that they didn’t have the same soil erosion and flooding problems as many of their neighbors.

His current guards were prime examples of this. One had even begged him to stop talking about it.

Alustin hadn’t paid the slightest bit of attention to the begging. This was, in large part, because he had much better things to pay attention to than his surroundings.

Most people believed that farseers had to close their eyes and focus silently to use the gift, and for most farseers, that was true— it was too hard to sort out the competing images otherwise.

For Alustin, however, it wasn’t a problem. It was just a matter of multitasking, and that was his specialty. He could ramble on about whatever topic he wanted for hours while barely paying attention to it.

It had taken nearly a day to figure out how to scry from inside the mage prison— it was a well-built one, to be certain, but there was no such thing as a perfect mage prison. 

Of course, then he’d had to find a way to defeat the wards against scrying in the prison, but they were more intended to keep people from scrying in than out— a major flaw, in Alustin’s mind.

Once he’d figured out how to get past the prison and the wards, he’d begun scrying non-stop, save for his need to sleep.

One of the weaknesses of farseeing— at least the farseeing attunement Alustin possessed— was its inability to carry anything but images. It was, in fact, a variant of the standard light attunement. There were mages with attunements that let them scry sounds over long distances— usually related to wind or sound attunements, as his was to light— but they couldn’t scry images. The mage who possessed both types of scrying attunement was far rarer and more valued than any battlemage.

Alustin had considered attempting to develop the other type of scrying attunement, but he ultimately decided it was easier to learn to read lips.

So much of what had been going on in Theras Tel was utterly baffling, but Alustin was starting to piece them together. Kanderon had sent him to Theras Tel for many reasons— the sphinx never had just a single motivation for anything she did, and Alustin doubted he understood half of them this time.

Alustin couldn’t help but feel proud of his students. They’d done remarkably well for themselves so far in a situation way over their heads. Not, unfortunately, as well as Alustin would have liked, but…

Alustin ran his attention over the troops marching down into the undertunnels. Apparently the reason they’d been unable to find the Issen-Derin cult for so long had been due to a truly clever choice of hiding place. Rather than picking a secluded, out of the way place, they’d somehow managed to infiltrate one of the most secure regions of the city— the great underground water reservoirs directly beneath the palace itself. 

Alustin found what he was looking for rapidly. Directions through the maze-like (though definitely not labyrinth-like) tunnels below Theras Tel to the reservoirs were carefully guarded, and, unlike stories about farseers, they couldn’t simply view whatever they wanted at will. They either had to search it out or be quite familiar with it. 

Most of the city guardsmen had never been to the reservoirs either, and so directions would need to be shared. Alustin could follow those to find the reservoirs.

They made it easy for him— they’d brought maps of the tunnels with them. He quickly memorized the layouts, sending his vision winding through the tunnels until he reached the reservoirs. The insect cultists were supposed to be in one of the lower, half empty reservoirs, camped along its edges.

Oh. Oh, that wasn’t good.

Alustin withdrew his vision from the reservoir, sending them instead into the depths of the palace.

Well, that was even worse.

Several things fell into place in Alustin’s mind all at once, and he rapidly sent his vision ranging northwest across the Endless Erg.

The guards were rather shocked when Alustin stopped lecturing them about the stages of a Tsarnassian forest’s growth cycle after a forest fire and started cursing like a dockworker.

They were even more shocked when he pulled a sabre covered in spellforms out of midair and hacked through the cage’s lock in a single blow.

When the sword vanished again and thousands of pages of paper came flying, so far as they could tell, out of Alustin’s right hand, well, it didn’t seem likely that they could get that much more shocked, yet they accomplished it.

The paper wrapping and suffocating them into unconsciousness still managed to surprise them the most, somehow.

 

The apprentices had, as the preparations for battle continued, been relegated to some sort of diplomatic waiting room in the heart of the palace. There was only a single door and no windows, with guards both inside and outside the door. They didn’t look pleased to have been left out of the upcoming battle.

There was, at least, an amply supplied buffet table. The rations in the safehouse had been less than appealing. 

Hugh was staring at the door when it happened. A large, unsealed envelope came sliding underneath. The guards started, then one leaned down to pick it up. The other guard leaned over to look. 

The instant the first guard opened it, several sheets of paper flew straight out and plastered themselves to the guards’ faces.

The guards promptly began cursing and trying to pull the pages off, but the paper somehow molded even closer to their faces. Within seconds their cursing had turned to muffled noises of panic.

Not long after that, they crumpled to the ground. As soon as they did so, Alustin strode into the room, smiling broadly.

“You know, I used to find it disturbing how often guards fall for the mysterious letter under the door trick, but it honestly gets funnier every time now.”

The apprentices all stared at him in shock.

“Are… are they…” Hugh began.

“They’re still alive,” Alustin said. “Just unconscious.”

“You’re a paper mage?” Talia asked, incredulous. “You can’t be a paper mage, they can’t be battlemages!”

Alustin just raised an eyebrow at her. “It wasn’t too long ago that none of you thought you could be battlemages, either. And I did mention that no one thought I could be a battlemage, didn’t I?”

Talia started to respond, but Alustin shook his head. “Questions later. For now, we have work to do.”

“Work to…” Sabae started, but Alustin just kept talking. As he did so, he stuck his arm into midair, where it promptly vanished.

“Godrick, Talia, I’m going to need the two of you to gain access to the main valves for the palace water pumps and make sure nobody does anything with them until further notice. In a little over an hour, dragon cultists are going to try and flood the lower reservoirs. They’ve already seized the valve controls, so you’ll need to find a way to get past them. You need to stop them however you can.”

“Wait, what?” Godrick said.

“Sabae, I need you and Hugh to get to the Moonless Owl as fast as humanly possible. We’ve got maybe an hour, hour and a half before a sandstorm hits, and if we don’t shield the city in time it’s going to wreck half of Theras Tel. I’ve already sent an origami golem to let Captain Solon to know to be ready to sail the instant you get there.”

“I’m not my grandmother,” Sabae said. “I can’t just shield an entire city like that.”

“No, that’s Hugh’s job,” Alustin said.

Hugh spluttered. “How am I supposed to do that?” 

“You’re going to ward it,” Alustin said, pulling his arm back out of midair, holding a sheet of paper. Hugh noticed a spellform tattoo glowing bright blue on Alustin’s arm— the exact blue of Kanderon’s wings— that rapidly faded into invisibility.

“How’d you do that?” Talia demanded.

Alustin glanced at his arm. “Oh, Kanderon gave me that. Tattooed an extradimensional storage space onto my arm. I just let people think my bag is the extradimensional storage space.”

“Wait, go back to the part where I’m supposed to ward an entire city from a sandstorm in an hour,” Hugh said.

“Less than an hour once you get to the Owl. And you’ll basically be warding the city just like you warded the ship during the sandstorm. Same ward and everything.” 

Alustin flicked the paper towards Godrick, and it gently drifted to the air towards him, coming to a stop a foot in front of his face. “Here’s a map of the palace, with routes to the main valves marked on it.” Alustin promptly stuck his hand back into the air.

Hugh stared at him in shock. “It took an entire ship’s worth of mages just to power that ward through the storm!”

“That’s where Sabae comes in,” Alustin said, pulling out the magic dagger that Eudaxus had confiscated from Talia and tossing it to her. “She’s going to show you some Kaen Das family secrets.”

“I’m going to what?” Sabae said.

“How am I supposed to draw the ward around an entire city?” Hugh asked. “I don’t have nearly enough chalk or time!”

“Kanderon did tell you that your crystal affinity would be useful for wards, didn’t she? Add that in with your ability to imbue your will into wards, and we’re golden.” 

“That…” Hugh started, then stopped, frantically trying to understand what Alustin was saying.

“This map is pointing out quite a lot of defenses on the way to the valve controls,” Talia said.

“I’m sure you’ll figure out some clever way to completely circumvent them that doesn’t involve excessive violence and explosions,” Alustin said. 

Talia gave him a flat look.

Alustin pulled Godrick’s sledgehammer out of the extradimensional space with a look of strain on his face, and didn’t try to toss it. He merely set it on the ground in front of him. Godrick reached his hand out, and the hammer flew into it.

Hugh’s mind was racing frantically. He thought he knew what Alustin was suggesting, and he was fairly sure it would work, but even just for laying the ward, Hugh wasn’t sure he would have enough mana in his reservoirs. The whole thing would have to be miles long without a single break or error. He could repeat the pattern, but that still didn’t give them a power source for the ward even if he could manage to... 

“No,” said Sabae flatly.

Alustin looked at her, seeming surprised. “Pardon?”

“I said no,” Sabae said. “We’re not doing anything until you explain what’s going on.”

“We really don’t have time for…” Alustin began.

Sabae crossed her arms. Hugh looked uncertainly at her, then at the others.

“I just need you to trust me for long enough to pull this off, and then I’ll explain everything” Alustin said. “Do you think I’d lie to you?”

“Yes,” Sabae said.

“Yep,” Talia said.

“Definitely,” Godrick said.

“I mean, it wouldn’t be the first time,” Hugh said.

Alustin looked vaguely offended for a moment, but then he seemed to consider for a moment and shrugged. “I suppose that’s fair. Alright, very, very quick version: Ataerg is leading his half of his and Indris’ brood in an attack on the city, and they’ve raised and harnessed a sandstorm to do so. A lot of Indris’ brood has abandoned her to join him as well. There never was a second cult, it was a rift within Theras Tel’s dragon cult, with who knows how many of them covertly joining Ataerg. They were the ones who poisoned Indris and stole her egg, and they’re the ones who falsely reported the Issen-Derin below the city in order to lure the army down there so they could release the upper reservoirs into the lower chambers and drown the Indris loyalists marching against the imaginary Issen-Derin cultists. I’ve already sent origami golem letters alerting Eudaxus and other influential members of Indris’ government, but we can’t count on them believing me.”

Everyone stared at him in shock.

“Admittedly, everything past the bit with the reservoir and the fact that Ataerg and his half of the dragon brood are attacking the city and bringing a sandstorm behind them is pure speculation,” Alustin said.

“How do we know that you’re even telling the truth about…” Sabae began, when she was interrupted by the noise of bells ringing.

“And that’d be the sandstorm, right on schedule,” Alustin said. “Do you believe me now?”

“So much of this still makes no sense whatsoever,” Sabae said. 

“It does explain why the fake cultists were trying to capture you,” Hugh said. “They must have been worried your presence meant your family intended to interfere.” 

“And why they delayed until you were in custody,” Alustin continued. “They were worried you’d interfere with the storm. The instant you were captured, they kicked off their plans.”

“Which means that Ataerg’s plan was always ta wreck Theras Tel, not ta conquer it,” Godrick said.

“And it definitely explains how they framed you for the theft of the egg,” Sabae said to Alustin. “The traitor cultists didn’t even need to find an illusionist that could copy you, they could just lie and say they’d seen you, which threw everything into confusion. It still doesn’t explain exactly why they wanted the egg, though— if they hadn’t tried to steal it, Indris would already be dead. It’s a gaping flaw in their plan.” 

“Honestly, I’m not entirely sure why they would be motivated to steal the egg,” Alustin said. “If they hadn’t, though, things would be much, much worse. I still don’t understand why Ataerg would turn against Indris after all these years, either. We’ve still got a chance to keep Theras Tel from collapsing, but only if we get a move on, please.” 

Sabae stared at him for a moment, then nodded. “We’ll do it.”

Alustin smiled broadly. “Excellent!” He turned and started walking out of the room.

“What are you going to be doing?” Hugh asked.

Alustin turned back to face them, but kept walking out of the room. “I’m going to slay a dragon!”

They all silently stared at the empty door Alustin had just left through for a moment before Talia spoke.

“He does know that dragons breathe fire, right? And that paper doesn’t do so well against fire?”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Terrible Plans All Around

 

“So how exactly are we supposed to get down to the Moonless Owl in time?” Hugh said, panting slightly as they ran down the corridor.

“I’ve got a plan,” Sabae said, sending a gust strike into the chest of a cultist who rounded the corner at a very, very unlucky moment.

“Is it a good plan?” Hugh said

“It’s actually something of a terrible plan,” Sabae admitted.

“I don’t suppose there’s a backup plan that’s better?” Hugh asked. He sent his quartz crystal shooting like a punch into the stomach of another cultist down the hall, who promptly started vomiting.

“The backup plan is catch a dragon and try to ride it,” Sabae said, dodging past the vomiting cultist.

“Ah. No, I think I like the first plan,” Hugh said. “What’s the first plan?”

“Well, you know how all the streets in Theras Tel tend to be twisty and windy and full of switchbacks?” Sabae asked.

Hugh just nodded cautiously.

“Well, there is one route that’s more direct,” Sabae said, as they burst out of a door into a courtyard. 

“What’s that?” Hugh asked.

Sabae just pointed upwards. For a moment, Hugh had no idea what she was talking about until he realized what she was pointing at.

The aqueducts.

“The dragon’s already sounding better and better,” Hugh said.

 

 

“So how are we going ta get in past the defenses?” Godrick asked, as he punched a cultist into a wall. “I really hope yer plan isn’t just ‘go straight through’.”

“Well…” 

Godrick stared at Talia in exasperation as they ran past a hallway completely blocked off with rubble from Indris’ destructive exit from the palace. “Yer plan is just ta go straight through, isn’t it?”

An evil smile crossed Talia’s face. “Well, yes, but we’re not going straight through the defenses.”

“What are we going straight through, then?” Hugh asked.

“The floor,” Talia said, coming to a halt in an intersection and pointing at the floor. Godrick glanced at the map, and realized that they were standing directly above the valve chamber.

Godrick stared at her, then he reached out with his affinity senses. “There’s too much rock in the way. There’s no way ah can get through that much in time.”

Talia raised one eyebrow at him. “At this point, your stone affinity is nearly fully attuned, and we won’t just be using your stone affinity,” she said.

“What do yeh…” Godrick started, then fell silent as Talia manifested a bolt of dreamfire, and sent it hurtling into the floor. A chunk of it the size of his head dissolved into bubbles that floated up into the air before popping.

“That still won’t be enough ta make us a hole big enough ta get down in time,” Godrick protested.

“It doesn’t need to be big enough for us to get down there,” Talia said, her smile getting even bigger. She pulled out several shards of bone from her pocket.

“Oh,” said Godrick. “Lovely.”

 

Hammet the Diceless was an extraordinarily unlucky man. He lost every game of chance he played. He got assigned all the worst shifts. He’d fallen into Theras Tel’s sewers on no less than three occasions. And now he’d been assigned to stay and guard the palace during the first real battle Theras Tel had ever seen during his lifetime.

And now the Skyhold battlemage accused of stealing the queen’s egg had burst out of a door right into the courtyard Hammet was stealing a quick smoke break in.

“That’s awful for your health, you know,” the battlemage said. “Ask any healer about it.” A huge swarm of paper started swirling out from his hand.

Hammet frantically grabbed for his sword. He was probably about to die, but he was going to do his duty regardless.

To Hammet’s surprise, the paper didn’t even approach him. Instead, it swarmed around the battlemage, plastering itself all over his back, and slowly forming some sort of structure…

Hammet blinked, his grasp on his sword loosening involuntarily. The shapes were wings! Four of them, like the ones on the dragonflies you could see in the greenhouses, only longer than the mage was tall!

“Have a nice day, and seriously think about quitting smoking,” the battlemage said. The wings started moving at blurring speeds, and he shot upwards into the sky.

“What?” Hammet said.

He must have just stared upwards for a solid minute, when he saw something else.

A teenage girl carrying a terrified looking teenage boy through the air in a massive thirty-foot leap, with her legs surrounded by what looked like miniature cyclones.

The girl slammed feet first into a wall, and the cyclones seemed to explode off her legs, sending the two vaulting even higher. She landed on a nearby roof, then launched upwards once again, coming down for a landing atop a nearby aqueduct, where the two vanished out of sight.

Hammet’s pipe fell out of his mouth and broke on the courtyard floor.

 

As soon as Alustin made it over the palace walls, he promptly dove back down to street level. There was too much risk of one of Indris’ loyal dragons spotting him in midair. He wasn’t too worried about handling any of them individually, but he simply didn’t have time for that— and he definitely didn’t have time for a swarm of them.

Alustin couldn’t help but survey the damage as he flew. If Indris had just taken the extra thirty seconds to fly out the usual exit, he was sure that dozens of lives would have been saved at the very least, if not more. The damage was greatest close to the palace and towards the midline of the plateau.

It was, Alustin reflected, one of the only times he’d ever seen the wealthier neighborhoods of a city worse-affected by disaster than the poor ones.

He shifted his attention back to scrying Ataerg’s oncoming swarm of dragons, then to the sandstorm. They maybe had half an hour before the dragons arrived, and not much more than that before the storm followed in behind them.

Alustin darted around a tight intersection, only to find a Kanderon-sized dragon directly in front of him.

In fairness, it seemed much more surprised to see him than the other way around. It was definitely surprised when he flew between its legs rather than over it, just barely missing hitting its tail on the way past.

It wasn’t, sadly, surprised enough not to chase him.

 

 

Sabae hadn’t learned to use her water affinity to any great degree, and they had no time to build a raft or get any sort of flotation device up into the aqueduct.

So instead, Hugh was casting a levitation cantrip modified to work like a buoyancy spell on them.

This made the aqueduct only slightly less terrifying. The water running through it this close to the palace was comparable in size to a small river back in Emblin, and it was running extremely fast down a very, very steep slope. Not to mention the walls were high enough that he couldn’t see anything but the sky overhead.

“Keep us from hitting the walls!” Hugh shouted, as they shot downstream and began drawing close to one wall. They were hugging one another front to front to keep together, which under other circumstances he might have found extremely awkward. Right now, however, he was simply too terrified to care.

Sabae let loose a gust strike at the wall, which succeeded at pushing them away, but also set them to spinning. For a few seconds, Hugh had no idea what was going on as they whirled about, almost sinking underwater even with the buoyancy cantrip.

Thankfully, they stopped spinning fairly quickly.

Hugh really, really hoped the water resistance enchantment on his spellbook worked.

“There’s a fork in the aqueduct coming up,” Sabae shouted. “I’m going to push us to the right of the channel!”

The aqueducts were an absolute maze of branching channels running throughout the city, like the branching of a bush from the common stem of the palace. Hugh and Sabae hadn’t jumped immediately into the water when they’d gotten on top of the aqueduct— they’d spent a few moments trying to memorize the twists and turns that would take them to the harbor.

Sabae let loose another gust strike, this one softer than the last. It still sent them spinning, but they stopped sooner, well in time to watch as they went into the right hand branch of the fork.

“Two lefts next in rapid succession,” Hugh shouted. He was already starting to shiver— this water was cold.

Sabae sent them left with another gust strike, then even farther left almost immediately after they stopped spinning. 

Hugh’s stomach was starting to churn, and he was gaining a lot more sympathy for Talia’s seasickness.

“Hugh, we’ve got a problem,” Sabae said.

“What?” Hugh said.

“Remember the spot where one channel of the aqueduct went over the other?”

“What about it?” Hugh said, nervousness at her tone of voice adding to the roil in his stomach.

“There’s a drain right underneath it,” Sabae said. “Hold on tight!”

Hugh frantically tightened his grip onto Sabae as they spun around and the drain came into view. The drains filled the smaller neighborhood reservoirs, and could be open or shut. Unfortunately for them, this one was currently open.

All of a sudden, a massive force seemed to accelerate them upwards, and they actually launched out of the water. Hugh could, to his horror, see straight down the drain as they passed over it before they crashed back down into the current on the other side. 

The buoyancy cantrip couldn’t stop them from plunging underwater as they came down, and they stayed down for several seconds.

After they came back up, it was at least ten seconds before Hugh could see or talk again. 

“There was a turn right after the overhanging channel!” Hugh said, coughing up more water.

“I know!” Sabae said.

“Did we go down the right channel?” Hugh said.

“I’m pretty sure we did!” Sabae said.

“Pretty sure?” Hugh asked.

“Pretty sure!” Sabae said, and sent them shooting off down a left fork.

“Maybe we should get out and check,” Hugh said. To his discomfort, the channel was getting much, much narrower.

“We don’t exactly have a lot of time,” Sabae said, then she launched them down another left fork. “If we did it correctly, we should just have one more left and then we’re there!”

Sabae didn’t even use a gust strike to correct this one— they were already on the left side of the channel, and it posed a real risk of slamming them into the wall.

Hugh could hear a growing roar of water.

“I really, really hope you’re right!” Hugh shouted.

“Me too!” Sabae shouted.

The channel twisted one more time, then vanished ahead of them. Hugh could see for miles and miles across the desert. Hugh really hoped he was imagining it, but it looked like there was a faint smudge on the horizon. Right ahead of them, however, was the drain that dropped a full mile down into the water storage for the port.

“Really, really hold on tight!” Sabae shouted.

Hugh felt a brief moment of vertigo as they began to tip over the edge. Below him, he could see the ships crowded into the harbor, unable to leave while the city was under martial law.

Then Sabae blasted them out of the water and into the air above the harbor.

They immediately began plummeting.

 

“This isn’t going fast enough!” Talia said. “We have no idea when they’re going to release the flood into the caverns!”

“We’ve got time,” Godrick said.

“Are you sure, or is that just wishful thinking?” Talia said.

“Little a’ both,” Godrick admitted.

Despite Talia’s complaints, the work was going much faster than Godrick had expected. It had been maybe five minutes, and they were over halfway there.

Still, a little extra speed couldn’t go wrong.

“Ah’m going to narrow the spell more,” Godrick said. He was using a fairly simple stone-breaking spell focused in a narrow column. It wasn’t anything fancy, but it was effective. In combination with Talia’s dreamfire, it was making short work of things. And the narrower they drilled, the faster it went.

Godrick wasn’t particularly happy about the enhanced sense of smell his scent affinity gave him— the stone the dreamfire destroyed tended to give off a truly awful stench. 

Wait a second.

Godrick took another deep sniff, despite the awful smell. “Talia, I smell company.”

“You keep at it; I’ll fight them off,” Talia said. “Which way are they coming from?”

“Not them,” Godrick said. “It, and I doubt it will be happy we’re drilling a hole in the floor.”

The click of large talons on stone became audible over the sound of their drilling.

“You couldn’t have waited two minutes longer,” Talia muttered, just as the dragon came around the corner. It was a relatively small one— only about thirty-some feet long.

Relatively left a lot of room for getting bit in half.

Talia manifested a rapid sequence of dreamfire bolts, at the dragon, almost before it could react to them. Godrick winced, not really wanting to see any more of what dreamfire did to living flesh.

The dreamfire bolts hit dead on, and the dragon barely flinched. A few of its scales were charred or cracked, but not badly.

The dragon seemed amused more than anything.

“Godrick, dreamfire burns stone, that should have worked. Why didn’t it work?”

A low wheezing noise came from the dragon, and after a second Godrick realized that it was chuckling.

“Who could possibly dream of fire burning dragons, little mage?” the dragon said in a deep rasp.

Godrick frantically thought while Talia scrabbled in her beltpouch— if dreamfire wasn’t going to work, his hammer wasn’t going to do anything, nor would any of his spells be able to punch through… 

No. Just because Godrick was big didn’t mean he needed to brute force his problems.

“Would you like to see what true fire looks like, little mages?” The dragon visibly inhaled. 

Godrick’s frantically envisioned a spellform as the dragon inhaled, pumping as much mana as he could into it. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Talia toss something into the borehole.

The dragon abruptly stopped inhaling, and started trembling. 

Then it vomited all over the floor in front of itself. 

“What did you do?” Talia asked.

Godrick grabbed her hand and started running. “Ah cast a stink bomb right in its face!”

“Stink mages are the best!” shouted Talia, laughing madly.

“What did yeh do?” he asked Talia.

“I dropped boneshards down the hole, and I’m charging them as we speak!” Talia said, looking immensely proud of herself.

“What did you do to me, little mage?” the dragon demanded, coughing and spitting. It started stalking towards them, clearly distressed. The smell of the stink bomb had started to reach Godrick, and he immediately understood why it had vomited. It was like a skunk had taken offense at a full latrine that had spent a full day in direct sun.

“Ah thought we were going to wait until we drilled all the way through, and drop the bones right into the valve room?” Godrick said. He tried not to show his nervousness— the first time Talia had used her bone affinity, it had saved his life, but it had almost killed him as well.

“Close enough,” Talia said.

Godrick glanced back to the dragon, only to see that a spire of bone was growing out of the hole, glowing like iron fresh from the forge from its cracks. The dragon had slowed down and was eyeing the bone spire curiously.

“Talia, yeh might want ta stop pumping mana into it now,” Godrick shouted. 

As she was turning to look back, the bone started to crack apart, growing even more brightly. Godrick immediately tackled Talia.

They hadn’t even hit the ground when the shockwave sent them tumbling. Godrick felt like someone had punched every one of his organs at once, and then he slammed into the ground, Talia on top of him.

Thankfully, it didn’t hurt even a fraction as bad as last time.

Godrick groaned, and he slowly opened his eyes. The air of the corridor was filled with dust and smoke, and bone and stone fragments were scattered across the floor. It took a few seconds for Godrick’s vision and the dust to clear enough, but the dragon soon came into view as well, lying next to a much-expanded hole in the floor.

Well, the dragon’s corpse, at least. A spear of bone had blasted its way through the dragon’s skull.

“You know,” Talia said, “my oldest brother killed a dragon once.” 

“Yeah?” Godrick said, groaning a little.

“Apparently after he hit it with a fireball, it said basically the exact same thing to him as well, about true fire and all that,” Talia said.

“How’d he kill it?” Godrick asked.

“Cut down a tree with a flame lance. It fell on the dragon and broke its spine.”

“Huh.”

They both stared at the dragon’s corpse for a time.

“It was still alive until he mercy-killed it, and I guess he had some excellent one liner about Clan Castis already knowing true fire,” Talia said.

Godrick felt the floor shift underneath him.

“Ah think,” Godrick said, “that ah might like his method a’ dragon slayin’ more.”

“Me too,” Talia said.

“Do yeh think this one would’ve even attacked us if yeh hadn’t attacked first?”

Godrick felt the floor shift again.

“I might,” Talia admitted, “have been a bit too aggressive.”

“Ah think Indris might be less then pleased when she finds out we killed one a’ her kids,” Godrick said.

“You’re probably right about that,” Talia said.

The floor gave out beneath them.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Let Sleeping Dragons Lie

 

It took several minutes to shake off the dragon’s pursuit— ironically, it had been the dragon taking to the air that had let him get away, as Alustin had immediately darted beneath an aqueduct to get out of sight once it was in the air, then stopped and let the dragon fly ahead.

Alustin slowed a bit as he approached Indris’ impact site, scrying ahead of him as he went. There were at least a dozen of Indris’ children guarding her as she slept, and over a hundred cultists and guardsmen.

Indris was breathing, but it was still ragged and uneven. Alustin could hear it from blocks away.

For that matter, his own breathing was a little ragged. He’d been in plenty of dangerous situations before, but flying into the middle of a swarm of dragons that suspect you of poisoning their mother and stealing the egg of their youngest sibling? 

It was less than optimal.

Alustin hovered for a few moments to gain control of himself, then he raised his altitude and headed straight towards Indris at a steady pace. Go too fast, he might come across as aggressive. Go too slow, he might come across as afraid.

Most of the dragons immediately fixed their attention on him as he flew into the impact site. They were lounged atop buildings, sitting in streets with their tails wrapped around their legs like cats, and several circled in the air above their mother.

The site itself was nothing but wreckage. Indris had skidded and rolled when she impacted the city, annihilating block after block of buildings.

Indris herself looked significantly the worse for wear. The flesh between her scales and the membranes of her wings were a sickly shade, and her chest rose and fell slowly and irregularly. She had several scabbed over wounds from the fall that Alustin could see, and he suspected she had more he couldn’t see.

Alustin came to a halt, hovering in the air. “Eudaxus,” he called.

No one responded for a long moment. Finally, Alustin spotted Eudaxus’ bald head making his way out of a crowd of cultists.

Alustin cracked his neck, then he slowly descended towards the high priest. He stopped several feet above the ground, hovering.

The two faced each other silently for a time until Eudaxus spoke.

“Do you really expect me to believe these absurd claims of yours?” Eudaxus said, holding the letter Alustin had sent him in hand. The paper seemed oddly dark, and when Alustin reached out to it with his affinity senses, there seemed to be something in the way.

Well, that would have been too easy.

“You heard the bells, Eudaxus. Do you really believe that I’m faking the sandstorm, too?” Alustin said.

“I think you’re using a natural sandstorm as an opportunity to turn things to your advantage, to finish what you started,” Eudaxus said. “I just don’t understand why. You poisoning Indris makes sense if Kanderon has decided to make a grab for power, but why steal the egg? I can’t see a reason she’d want it.”

“Kanderon isn’t…” Alustin started, but Eudaxus spoke over him.

“Unless, of course, she didn’t order you to steal the egg. Perhaps you’re doing it of your own accord,” Eudaxus continued. “Perhaps it’s part of your little vendetta against Havath.”

Despite himself, Alustin scowled. With effort, however, he managed to calm himself.

“Why didn’t Indris celebrate the laying of this egg?” Alustin asked. “Why did she keep it a secret?”

Eudaxus’ face grew uncertain for a moment, then hardened. “The queen’s business is her own. She doesn’t answer to the likes of you and I.”

“And why did she only lay one egg this time?” Alustin said, lowering his voice.

Eudaxus said nothing, his face a rigid mask.

“I have a theory about that,” Alustin said, drawing closer to Eudaxus. “Dragon egg clutches are supposed to be quite a bit larger when both parents are the same breed of dragon, as Indris and Ataerg are. When they’re different breeds, well, single egg clutches are quite common.”

Eudaxus stared at him silently for a moment, uncertain. “Indris and Ataerg are loyal to one another, as no other dragons are,” he said. “This is one of our core tenets. This is part of why Indris deserves praise above all other dragons.”

“And how many members of Indris’ cult revere Ataerg for that?” Alustin said. “How many of them would join Ataerg if he turned on Indris for, say, mating with a different dragon?”

Eudaxus began to look uncertain. “I would have known if the faithful were breaking away,” he said. “And if they were, I would have been able to stop it.”

“Eudaxus, you couldn’t even stop your underlings from burning down the invisible cult,” Alustin said. “They don’t worship you, they worship Indris— and for many of them, Ataerg as well. And for her to betray him, to betray part of what sets her apart from other dragons?”

Eudaxus’ face wavered even more for a moment, then it hardened once more. “I cannot believe that so many would break the faith, and in such a manner,” he said. “And I cannot believe that Ataerg would turn against Indris. This is nothing more than a trick on your part, and this is nothing more than a natural sandstorm. Our contingency plan will be adequate.”

“Your contingency plan? Indris’s combined loyal brood won’t be enough to protect even half of Theras Tel for the duration of the storm,” Alustin said. “And that’s without Ataerg attacking.”

“There is no better option,” Eudaxus said. “Only Indris has the power to protect the city.”

“I know how to protect the city,” Alustin said. “It can be done, if only you’ll listen to me.”

Eudaxus stared at him, then he shook his head. “I don’t know what trickery you seek to accomplish, my friend, but I will not be party to it. I will give you one chance to surrender peacefully, but I cannot afford the time or effort to have you captured. If you resist, I will merely have you killed.”

“Eudaxus,” Alustin started.

“Choose,” the old priest said.

Alustin stared for a moment, then sighed. “I’m telling you the truth. I’m sincerely trying to save both Indris and Theras Tel.”

“Then surrender peacefully,” Eudaxus said, “to prove your sincerity.”

Alustin considered for a moment, then he slumped. “I can’t,” he said.

“I’m sorry, Alustin,” Eudaxus said, “that this is the way it must be.”

Eudaxus’ shadow twisted and writhed, and spears of darkness shot out of it towards Alustin. Alustin’s wings barely pulled him back out of the way in time, and the spears passed inches in front of his face.

“Kill him!” Eudaxus bellowed. “For Indris!”

A dozen dragons and a hundred men roared as one.

 

 

Hugh had read a lot of stories that involved someone taking a second to realize that they were the ones screaming, but he knew he was screaming from the very beginning of the fall.

It did, however, take him a second to realize that Sabae was screaming as well.

“This is insane!” Hugh yelled, only slightly coherently. 

“You agreed to it!” Sabae screamed back.

Sabae’s first windjump had taken them a solid fifty feet out past the aqueduct drain. The cliff walls were rapidly moving past them as they fell.

“I wish I hadn’t!” Hugh said.

“Here we go again!” Sabae said, then she windjumped in midair, firing them even farther forwards, startling a passing sand drake soaring nearby. The goose-sized reptile hissed at them as it backwinged away.

This kicked off an entire sequence of five more windjumps forwards, as Sabae carefully steered them towards their target. She then swiveled the two of them until their feet were pointing downwards.

“Get ready!” she yelled.

Sabae sent one last burst of wind straight downwards, slowing their fall. As she did so, Hugh cast a levitation cantrip on the two of them.

They actually seemed to stop in midair for a moment before slowly descended the last hundred feet or so. It was still quite a drain on Hugh’s mana reservoirs, but he only used the reservoirs from the two affinities Kanderon had forbidden him to use yet.

With a light thunk, they came to rest on the deck of the Moonless Owl.

“That,” Captain Solon said, “might be the second craziest way to board a ship I’ve ever seen.”

Hugh and Sabae staggered away from one another. With a sigh, Sabae sagged down on a coil of rope, exhausted from her heavy use of mana, while Hugh just stood there waiting for his heart to slow down. He absently cast a cloth drying cantrip on himself and Sabae as he did so, and water pooled up around his feet, where it was immediately absorbed into the wood.

Something about that bothered Hugh, but he couldn’t figure out what.

“Second craziest?” Sabae asked.

Before Captain Solon could answer, Avah came sprinting across the deck towards Hugh. He barely managed to stay on his feet as she hugged him. He opened his mouth to say something, but she promptly kissed him, driving any thoughts out of his head. 

Well, most thoughts. There was a good bit of anxiety about kissing in public while sober. 

“Does kissing your daughter in front of you raise it to the craziest way?” Sabae asked. Most unhelpfully, in Hugh’s opinion.

Captain Solon hesitated before answering. “No, your teacher still has you beat with the whole gorgon incident. And I’d really say Avah kissed him, not the other way around.”

Avah let Hugh get a breath, as she glared at her father and made a rude gesture. The sailors on deck— who, to Hugh’s embarrassment, he realized had been watching the whole time— burst into laughter and catcalls.

“Where’s Godrick and the angry redhead?” Irrick called from the rigging.

“So,” Captain Solon said, waving a hand to shush the crew, “I got a letter from Alustin saying you needed our help to save the city, or something like that?”

 

As the floor gave out from underneath them, Godrick reached out with his steel affinity sense while envisioning a simple spellform in his head. The enchanted dagger on Talia’s belt shot out of its sheathe and into his hand as he wrapped his other arm around her. 

They only fell a couple of feet before Godrick managed to pump mana into the dagger, which came to an immediate halt in midair.

They hung in midair as the hallway floor collapsed down into the valve room below them. The valve room was massive— not as big as Indris’ throne room, but still far, far larger than any other room they’d encountered in the palace. It was enough of a drop that Godrick doubted they would have survived.

Massive pipes rose up from the floor along the sides of the room, rising up into the ceiling. Only a relatively small area in the center of the room had been demolished by the collapse.

The rubble from the hallway lay scattered across the floor. The corpse of the dragon had been carried downwards by the collapse as well, and had been largely crushed by the debris. Godrick could see quite a few other corpses scattered about, presumably from the cultists that had been in the valve room. He didn’t see anyone moving.

“Now what?” Talia asked.

Godrick took a deep breath. “Hold on tight,” he warned her.

He quit channeling mana into the dagger, and they immediately fell again. After just a few feet, Godrick channeled mana back into it. They came back to a halt with a jerk.

Godrick continued slowly lowering them downwards all the way to the rubble-strewn floor below in this staccato manner. By the time they reached the bottom, his shoulder felt like it wanted to come out of the socket, but they touched down without injury.

“Where are the controls?” Talia asked.

Godrick pulled the map out of his pocket, looking it over for a moment. “I’m pretty sure we’re standing on the control platform,” he said, gesturing to the rubble pile beneath them.

Talia smiled. “There we go, then. Mission accomplished.”

Godrick clambered off the pile of rubble and strode over to the massive steel doors leading out of the valve room. He put his ear against them, and heard faint yelling and arguing on the other side. They shuddered as something slammed against them. 

“Ah don’t think it’s gonna be that easy, Talia,” Godrick said.

 

Hugh rummaged frantically through his belongings in his cabin, trying to find…

There. Sabae’s great-grandmother’s stormward journal. She had been a ward specialist too, but her smallest wards were ship sized— she was better known for constructing wards the size of entire cities. Many of her wards were built to last months or even years.

Hugh would be happy if his lasted hours.

There was theoretically no real difference between the ward Hugh had crafted around the ship during the sandstorm and the ward Hugh needed to craft around the city except for size. Both were, at their core, simply a repeating series of the same roughly three foot long ward over and over again.

The theoretically bit was the rub, however. A ward of any sort had to be constructed incredibly precisely, else it was likely to fail explosively. Chaining wards together to create larger wards required even higher precision in the ward’s construction.

Hugh was going to have to create a miles long ward encircling Theras Tel, and if there was even a single flaw in it, it would fail. And a ward on that scale failing explosively…

Theras Tel would eventually be able to recover from the damage an Endless Erg sandstorm would do to it. The stone structures of the buildings would survive just fine, but over two centuries of safety, the citizens had installed progressively larger and larger windows, greenhouses, patios, and other structures unsuited to the desert. Many of the cliff dwellings descending the sides lacked doors and windows entirely, often having only curtains if they were lucky. 

Theras Tel would, however, be significantly less likely to survive the catastrophic failure of a ward powerful enough to hold off a sandstorm, so Hugh really, really needed to not mess up while crafting it.

He could feel the ship shudder below him as it began to pull out of the harbor. The dragons on guard had all abandoned the port when the bells began ringing, but no one else had tried to leave yet— none of them were even rigged to try. Alustin’s warning had given the Moonless Owl time to prepare, however. 

Hugh carefully drew out his ward plan into his spellbook. He double, then triple-checked it. Then checked it a few more times.

“Hugh, are you ready?” Sabae asked.

Hugh started. He hadn’t even heard her come to the cabin door.

“All except for knowing how to power the ward,” Hugh said.

Sabae seemed conflicted, then with a sigh, she reached for Hugh’s quill. Hugh handed her the quill and his spellbook, and she neatly sketched a spellform onto the page.

It vaguely resembled the mana tap he’d drawn onto the ship sized stormward, but diverged in a number of ways. First of all, it was clearly intended to handle a far, far greater amount of mana than the mana tap had. Second, it had a sequence of markings in it that Hugh didn’t understand, except that they seemed to indicate that the spellform was designed to handle affinity-less mana. 

Most unusual of all, however, it didn’t seem designed to draw energy from mages.

“What is this?” Hugh asked.

“It’s one of my family’s closest kept secrets,” Sabae said. “We call it the windlode spellform. A lot of storm mages have something similar, but none of them possess anything nearly as efficient as the windlode.”

“That doesn’t tell me what it does, though,” Hugh said.

“So you’ve felt how much denser the aether is during storms, right?” Sabae said. “A truly big storm can make the aether even denser than a volcanic eruption or earthquake. The windlode glyph is designed specifically to tap into the types of aether currents storms produce to power spells. I can’t use it safely, thanks to my… difficulties, but you should be able to fit that into your ward— great-grandmother was supposed to have done so as well.” 

Hugh stared at the spellform hungrily. No wonder the Kaen Das family was so important, if they had spells like this available to them. Something had clearly been missing from Sabae’s great grandmother’s journals before— he’d been unable to figure out why until now. 

Normally, Hugh just charged up his wards when he created them, recharging them when needed. This, however, would keep the ward going as long as it was needed— and, thanks to the nature of the windlode spellform, it would only gather power when an actual storm approached, meaning the ward would turn itself on and off with the storms.

At least, it would if he were building something more permanent than what he was planning. He just needed this ward to work once.

“Hugh,” Sabae said, looking serious, “You need to be really, really careful with this. Do not let anyone else see it. You need to memorize this right now, before you go on deck. And when you’re crafting the ward, you need to make sure to conceal it somehow. If the windlode gets out into the open, not only could it result in mages wreacking havoc on the weather trying to use it without understanding it, it would also get me in an absurd amount of trouble with my family.”

Hugh nodded, then he bent down to the task of memorizing the spellform. The instant he was done, he ripped the page from the book and handed it to Sabae, who smiled gratefully at him, then used a cantrip to light the page on fire.

 

As much as Alustin hated to admit it, perhaps his preferred strategy of keeping people off balance through audacity had been poorly thought out this time around.

Largely in that it had failed to knock Eudaxus off balance. In fact, he seemed to have been quite prepared for it.

The instant Eudaxus had ordered the attack, the dragons had jointly summoned up a massive windshield surrounding the impact site— this one, however, designed to keep things in, not out.

And Alustin, unfortunately, was on the inside, airborne with nowhere to go.

“You’re making a mistake, Eudaxus!” he yelled, dodging out of the way of a flight of crossbow bolts and one of the high priest’s shadow-spears.

A nearby dragon inhaled, then spat flame at Alustin. Spat in quite a literal sense— dragons didn’t actually breathe flame, they spat a highly flammable and viscous liquid from their mouths, igniting it as it left. They actually forced it out in a jet by pushing the air in their lungs out through specialized channels in their throat. The nasty stuff was nearly impossible to get off, and even harder to put out— even submerging it in water didn’t work.

Amputating a limb it had gotten on wasn’t an uncommon response. 

Alustin managed to get out of the jet of flame in time, but several droplets of the burning spray hit his paper wings, and they rapidly caught on fire.

Cursing to himself, Alustin shot upwards, then he dissolved his wings. As he fell, he rapidly reassembled the wings from new paper he drew from inside his extraplanar storage space. 

The already burning paper he sent straight towards Eudaxus. The high priest cursed, then vanished into his own shadow, reappearing a moment later fifty feet away in a dragon’s shadow. The burning paper hit the ground in a shower of sparks.

The main jet of dragonflame slammed directly into the windshield surrounding them, where it immediately got caught up in the revolving winds, without getting put out.

Lovely.

The biggest dragon inside the shield inhaled, clearly preparing to spray fire at Alustin as well. Alustin redoubled his speed, at the same time reaching deep into his extraplanar storage with his senses for a specific small stack of papers. He pulled one from the top, plastering it to his own throat as he barely kept ahead of the jet of dragon fire that was being swept along behind him like a sword.

None of it hit him, but all of it was promptly sucked up by the windshield, where it began to break apart into burning clumps being swept around and around the impact site.

Alustin could already feel the temperature rising. He dodged another one of Eudaxus’ shadow spears, then funneled mana into the piece of paper wrapped around his throat— more specifically, into the spellform glyph drawn onto it.

“Eudaxus,” Alustin’s voice echoed out, magnified by the glyph. Glyphs operated on similar principles to wards and enchantments— they were all spellforms given physical form. While wards and enchantments had much more extensive functionality of their own, however, glyphs were merely spellforms drawn out so that mages didn’t have to memorize them, or so that they could just pump mana into them, allowing them to cast more spells at once, or both. Less mana efficient, but there were always trade-offs.

“Eudaxus, I don’t want to fight,” Alustin said. “I’m trying to help right now. What do you think Ataerg is going to do when he gets here? He already ordered Indris’ poisoning, do you think he’s here to apologize?”

“I have only your word that he’s even coming,” Eudaxus said. Alustin shouldn’t have been able to hear him at all from across the impact site— even over Indris’ ragged breathing, let alone over the sound of enraged dragons and cultists. Eudaxus’ voice, however, seemed to echo out of every nearby shadow.

There was always more than one path to achieve your desired effect, both in magic and life.

“What do I really have to gain from lying about this?” Alustin said, reaching into the depths of his extraplanar storage for another stack of papers. This one, he began pulling out en masse. “Not escape, certainly— I could have easily done that without ever coming close to the impact site.”

“To finish the job you started, perhaps?” Eudaxus said. He wasn’t shooting shadow spears at Alustin, however, so that was an improvement. 

Still, Alustin made sure not to slow down. So long as his shadows stayed scattered by movement, Eudaxus shouldn’t be able to strike him through it. 

“Let’s be honest,” Alustin said, “If Kanderon wanted Indris dead, she’d have simply attacked Theras Tel personally, and there’s precious little doubt about the outcome. Why would she go about things in such a convoluted fashion?”

On second thought, maybe that hadn’t been the smartest thing to say. Several of the smaller dragons, content to sit on the ground and spit flame at him up until now, took to the air after him, apparently enraged at the suggestion of weakness on their mother’s part. 

Alustin carefully redirected the papers he was pulling out of his extraplanar storage out of their way, continuing to place them carefully across the impact site.

“I doubt the fight would be as straightforward as you claim,” Eudaxus said, echoing out through the shadows, “but perhaps you really aren’t involved in Indris’ poisoning. You remain, however, the chief suspect in the theft of her egg.”

“Isn’t it interesting how the accounts of me being seen in the palace all apparently came to you from your cult?” Alustin said. “No guards, no servants, no dragons— it was just cultists who saw me. And they have, of course, proven themselves quite trustworthy of late.” 

Alustin dove towards the roof of one of the buildings inside the windshield to avoid a stream of dragonfire, only to come face to face with another dragon climbing up onto its roof. He tried to dodge to one side, but crashed and rolled on the roof of the building instead.

The instant he stopped moving, Alustin felt ephemeral bonds of cold wrap around him. He looked down to see that his own shadow seemed to have grown tentacles that had wrapped themselves around his legs, arms, and torso.

The dragon in front of him inhaled to breathe out fire. At the same time, the shadow bonds began to constrict.

Alustin closed his eyes as tightly as he could.

“I’m sorry, Alustin,” came Eudaxus’ voice out of Alustin’s own shadow.

“I am too,” Alustin said in a normal tone of voice, as he pumped mana into the glyphs on the hundreds of pages he’d been scattering around the impact site.

Light glyphs. 

Each of the glyphs on their own was about enough to light a room. Hundreds of them together, however, were like staring into the sun. 

Alustin felt the bonds around him disappear along with his shadow, and he heard screams from men and dragons alike as the light blinded them in the seconds Alustin left it on before he stopped pumping mana into the glyphs. Alustin rolled to his feet, blinking away afterimages even though his eyes had been closed.

A dragon nearby staggered, crashing into a half-ruined building. As it collapsed, Alustin noticed something important.

The dragons had stopped maintaining the windshield. Alustin could escape.

Or, at least, he might have been able to, if the collapsing windshield weren’t dumping a rain of burning dragonfire.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Stormward

 

Hugh settled down in the prow of the ship as the Moonless Owl exited the harbor and began to pick up speed, heading in a straight line outwards. He looked over his stormward plans one last time, then he took a deep breath and closed his eyes.

He envisioned a spellform then. Not any part of the stormward, but instead a spellform from his crystal affinity— the pattern linking spellform that let crystal mages fuse and grow crystals.

Holding that spellform in mind, he reached out towards the desert sand ahead of the ship, and began fusing the quartz grains together.

The ship promptly ran over the crystals, shattering them.

Blushing and hoping no one else had heard that, he reached deep into the sand ahead of the ship, and once more began to fuse the crystal together.

Hugh had been confident he’d be able to do that, but his greatest fear had been whether his crystal growing could keep up with the ship or not. To his great surprise, he was able to keep up easily— in large part because he was growing thin threads of crystal underground, rather than heavier chunks like before.

Once Hugh had made sure he could turn, split, and reconnect the paths of the crystal thread, simply by envisioning what he wanted to happen, he let go of the pattern linking spell and opened his eyes. “I’m ready,” he called to Captain Solon. The captain nodded at him and started yelling orders to the crew.

The Owl started turning until it was running parallel to the curve of the plateau. Hugh reached out with his affinity senses and began pattern linking once more.

This time, however, he kept his eyes open, and focused on the stormward plans in his spellbook.

Hugh took a deep breath to calm himself, then he began crafting the ward beneath the sand.

The ward almost seemed to want to spring into being. Wards had always been easy for Hugh— they were, for a long time, the only spells Hugh was really capable of casting. He’d worried, however, that the scale of this project would somehow make this different, or the fact that he’d never crafted a ward with threads of crystal before.

He shouldn’t have worried about any of that. This was, to Hugh’s great shock, the easiest time he’d ever had drawing a ward. He wasn’t having to rely on his manual dexterity at all— instead, the threads of crystal simply grew exactly as he envisioned them. 

What he should have worried about, however, were his mana reservoirs. Even with the unusual size of Hugh’s reservoirs, his crystal mana was draining quickly.

It really didn’t look like he’d be able to make it half a mile, let alone around the entire plateau.

 

Alustin desperately tried to rebuild his paper wings before the plummeting dragonfire hit him, even though he knew there wouldn’t be time. To his surprise, however, it simply never hit.

“What, exactly” Indris said, “is going on here? How long have I been unconscious?”

The plummeting dragonfire had been caught by a new windshield, hovering in midair. As Alustin watched, it contracted, until it was only around twenty feet across. The flame stayed lit, and the whole thing took on the appearance of a writhing ball of liquid flame.

Which, in fairness, it essentially was.

Indris’ massive head rose up out of her crater, glancing around. Finally, to Alustin’s distress, she focused on him.

“Kanderon’s servant,” Indris said. “It shouldn’t surprise me to see my children and servants blinded while you stand there unaffected.”

“The blindness is only temporary,” Alustin offered nervously.

Indris just stared at him.

“So…” Alustin said, “What exactly is the last thing you remember?”

“My egg was stolen,” Indris said.

“Ah,” said Alustin. “Well, to make a long story short, Ataerg suborned part of your cult to put poison in your food, he and his half of your brood have harnessed a sandstorm, and they’re on their way to kill you and destroy your city right now.”

“He lies, my queen!” Eudaxus shouted. His voice came out of the shadows once more, but Alustin’s shadow, thankfully, didn’t attack him again. “He’s the thief that stole your egg. This is all a plot of Kanderon’s…”

“No,” Indris said, turning her head towards the northwest. “He speaks the truth, at least about Ataerg and our children. They wing ahead of a sandstorm as we speak.”

Indris shuddered and tried to stand, only to collapse back onto her stomach. Alustin barely kept on his feet as the building he stood atop shuddered. 

“It seems, however, that there is little I can do about it,” Indris said. “I cannot stand, let alone fight, and I do not have it in me to stop the storm.”

“I actually might be able to help you with that,” Alustin said.

Indris turned a skeptical gaze on him. “Let me guess— I only need invite Kanderon into my domain, and in exchange, she only wants my submission.”

Alustin shook his head. “Actually, I’m the one that’s going to solve your problem, and my price is rather lower than that— I just want a single book from your collection.”

Indris snorted. “Am I to seriously believe that you can stop my former mate from slaying me and destroying my city, little librarian? Leaving alone the accusations that you were the one to steal my egg.”

To Alustin’s alarm, the burning sphere was definitely drifting closer to him.

“Ataerg is truly attacking the city, Your Majesty?” Eudaxus said, his voice echoing from the shadows once more.

Indris didn’t reply, but merely stared at Alustin.

“In that case, I believe him,” Eudaxus said.

Alustin’s head snapped in Eudaxus’ general direction, as he focused on him with his farseeing. Indris’ head turned as well, though at a more measured pace.

“I wasn’t willing to believe that Ataerg or your faithful would turn against you, my queen,” Eudaxus said. “But if Ataerg has truly done so, then Alustin seems to have been entirely truthful with us. It must have been those cultists that betrayed you who seized the egg.”

“Be as that may,” Indris said, “That doesn’t particularly help our chances of survival.” 

To Alustin’s relief, however, the ball of fire started to draw away from him.

“If Alustin says he can take Ataerg, I believe it,” Eudaxus said through the shadows, then he gestured to himself and the dragons around them. “He just fought all of us to a standstill, and do you remember the gorgon incident?”

Indris seemed to consider for what seemed, to Alustin, to be an eternity.

“Ataerg alone is mightier than the entirety of our brood. If I were hale, I could defeat him easily, but… very well,” she said. “It doesn’t seem like I have many options.”

The sphere of fire hurtled into the sky, on a path out into the desert. Alustin sighed out loud in relief.

“What, precisely, is your plan, little librarian?” Indris asked.

Alustin began pulling a particularly large stack of blank paper from his extraplanar storage as he talked, along with several pots of fast-drying glue. He also pulled out a pair of particularly special quills— each was bound with paper, so that Alustin could manipulate them with his affinity, and each held an extraplanar reservoir entirely filled with ink.

By the time Alustin had finished, Eudaxus’ face had paled significantly. Indris, however, seemed quite amused. “Audacious, little librarian. I approve.”

Alustin bowed, then he began drawing.

 

 

 

Before Talia had really gotten to know Godrick, she’d thought he was as carefree as he was friendly. She’d realized since that Godrick was unnecessarily prone to worrying about the future.

“We’ve got two problems, as ah see it,” Godrick said. “Most urgently, the turncoat cultists outside are going ta break in here before long. Less urgently, we need ta hide the body a’ that dragon— Indris isn’t going ta like it that we killed one a’ her brood.”

Talia smiled. “Let’s solve the one problem with the other. We move the dragon corpse to the door, wait for them to burst through, then I explode the dragon bone.”

Godrick stared at her. “That’s a terrible idea. Yeh just droppin’ bone down from a hole in the ceilin, that’s not a big deal. Blows up the controls, everythin’s fine. Yeh detonate an entire dragon worth of bones, well… Ah’m pretty sure it’ll take half the room with it, and probably flood the palace. Besides, have yeh ever even tried yer trick with dragon bone before? Do yeh know how it’ll react?”

Talia opened her mouth, then shut it again. Those were all very good points, honestly.

“Alright, so we switch. You hide the body, I’ll block the door,” she said.

“How am ah supposed to hide a thirty foot long dragon,” Godrick said.

Talia shrugged. “Sink it into the stone of the floor?”

“Ah can’t just sink it inta the stone,” Godrick said. “There’s be a big lump over it.”

“So carve the lump off the top, and make it look like more rubble,” Talia said. “It’s not like they’re going to check to make sure there’s exactly the right amount of rubble later.”

“That… could actually work,” Godrick said. “How’re yeh going to block off the door, though?” 

“Just trust me,” Talia said. Godrick looked like he wasn’t too sure about that idea, but he started towards the dragon’s corpse.

“Oh, wait!” Talia said. “Save me some of its bones?”

“Nope,” Godrick said. “I think someone might find you carrying around bits of dragon bone around when there’s a missing dragon a little bit suspicious.”

Well, it had been worth a try.

Talia strode over to the massive steel doors. She took a few moments to inspect the edges. They were next to perfectly flush with the walls and floor, so that nothing other than air could get through.

No matter.

Talia manifested a ball of dreamfire no bigger around than her finger. She slowly pushed it into the steel door, which it burned a tunnel straight through. 

Well, turned it into little flowers, but to the same effect.

Talia pulled a shard of bone from her belt pouch and pressed her mouth against the door to blow the little hole clear of flowers. She could hear the yelling and arguments on the other side get louder. 

Well, this should shut them up.

Talia flicked the shard of bone into the hole. It didn’t go all the way through— the door was nearly two feet thick— so Talia ended up casting a simple force cantrip to push the bone the rest of the way through.

The cantrip didn’t explode, at least— Alustin had her casting her cantrips a lot more safely these days. It did char the bone a bit, but that didn’t bother her any.

She started pumping mana into the shard of bone immediately. It had grown to three times its size before it even hit the ground.

Deciding that it might be good not to stand too close to the doors, just in case, she stepped back a few feet. Then a few more. Then a few feet to the side, so she wasn’t standing directly in front of the hole she’d drilled.

The timbre of the arguments changed quite a bit as the bone shard grew and grew in size. Talia would have quite enjoyed hearing what, exactly, they were saying, but, alas.

The doors shook in their frames when the bone exploded. They were well built, however, and didn’t fall.

It had been smart of Talia to not stand by the hole. Fire and bone shards came belching through it, spraying twenty feet into the room.

Talia gave things a minute to settle, then she strode up to the door, putting her ear against it.

Nope. No arguing.

 

Hugh’s head had started to ache from the effort of constructing the ward. The Owl’s bouncing and shuddering wasn’t helping his focus, either.

Crafting the repeating pattern of the ward was almost second nature to Hugh, even after only a few minutes. It almost reminded him on some level of the patterns that fashioned crystals.

He could feel his crystal mana reservoir draining still. The aether had started gradually increasing ahead of the storm, but his reservoirs weren’t filling fast enough to stay ahead of constructing the ward.

He had a few options. He could have the Owl take breaks during the process, but there was no way they’d get the ward complete in time that way. He could try and break the prioperceptive link to his aether crystal to boost his mana regeneration, but there would likely be some sort of spell backlash doing that, and he wasn’t sure how it would affect him.

Hugh knew better than to try and use mana from one of his non-crystal reservoirs. He’d been warned about that time and time again— the best case scenario would be having his spell distorted like Talia’s were.

Given that his other two affinities were stellar mana and planar mana, the results would probably be catastrophic— for himself, at the very least.

Even with all its risks, breaking the prioperceptive link seemed like his safest bet. It…

No. There was another option. Kanderon would be absolutely furious, but there was another option.

He could attempt to attune his aether crystal by channeling the ward spell through it. The aether crystal should start actively drawing mana from the aether around him, powering the spell.

Hugh started to shift his affinity senses to route through his aether crystal, then he forced himself to stop. He had a few more minutes before his reservoirs would run out; he had time to consider his other options. Besides, it was probably a good idea to wait for the aether around them to get a little denser as the storm approached before he tried attuning his aether crystal.

 

Sabae leaned against the ship’s railing as she recovered from the aqueducts. She’d never windjumped that many times, that quickly before, and it had taken it out of her, both physically and magically.

The crew of the Owl bustled around her as they worked. From their attitudes, you wouldn’t imagine that they were dangerously exposed in the path of a gigantic sandstorm. 

For a few minutes Sabae just watched their surroundings. She could see figures climbing up from the cliff dwellings above them— it seemed most of the cliff dwellers were moving into the city proper, apparently not believing that their homes would be safe from the oncoming storm.

Sabae glanced back in the direction of the storm. It was still nothing more than a smudge on the far horizon, but she knew that was deceptive— it would look like that until a relatively short time before it hit the city. Endless Erg sandstorms moved fast.

A shadow fell across Sabae.

“We need to talk,” Deila said. 

Sabae shot a glance at the old woman. “About what?” Sabae asked, though she was fairly sure she knew.

“About my granddaughter and your friend there,” Deila said. “Don’t think I didn’t notice your meddling there.”

“You also didn’t interfere,” Sabae said. 

The corner of Deila’s mouth quirked upwards at that. 

“The Radhan generally arrange marriages for our children, almost always from other Radhan families,” Deila said. “Though not until after allowing them a few years to… be young.”

Sabae nodded at that. She’d basically figured as much— she’d never really considered Hugh and Avah to have much long-term potential.

“So tell me, what exactly are the odds that your little redheaded friend is going to set my granddaughter on fire in a fit of jealousy?” Deila asked, her eyes sharp and piercing.

Sabae was taken aback at that. That… that was not the direction she had been expecting the conversation to take. Talia was over-protective of Hugh, but Sabae was fairly sure she wasn’t interested in him romantically. 

She shot a look at Hugh, motionless in the prow of the ship, the spellbook she’d given him still slung over one shoulder and open in his lap. Then she looked around for an escape from the conversation.

It didn’t surprise Sabae that none of the crew was anywhere near them. She might have even been alright with an enraged dragon or two as an excuse to escape.

Sabae wasn’t sure if Deila’s expression or the fact that the wind had started to pick up was scarier.

 

Hugh waited as long as he could before he resorted to trying to attune his aether crystal. He had just a few minutes left in his reservoirs as he started. 

He carefully shifted his affinity senses. He needed to stay focused on the crystal threads taking shape below the sand while simultaneously shifting his perception so that it ran through his aether crystal. 

At first it felt like trying to run through mud, but the closer and closer his affinity sense drew to the aether crystal, the more difficult it became. Soon, it felt like he was pushing against a stone wall, but he didn’t stop.

Hugh felt short of breath, but also curiously disconnected from his body— it was as though his body were no different than the crystal threads he was growing beneath the ship or the aether crystal on his wrists. He strained against the wall, and finally, with a feeling that was less breaking through, and more having the wall grow around him, his senses began running through the aether crystal.

It was… bizarre. He could still sense everything he had before, but he felt even farther away now. His mind seemed to float inside an endlessly repeating sequence of polyhedrons, a seemingly infinite space, yet paradoxically one in which he could sense the boundaries. He tried counting the sides of one of them, but they seemed… wrong, somehow, as though part of them extended in a direction he couldn’t see. 

Mana started flooding out of his reservoirs. Not just his crystal reservoir, but his other two, as well. Hugh knew he should probably feel alarmed at that, but all his attention was being pulled towards the polyhedrons, which had begun to slowly change shape as his mana flowed into them. His stormward seemed to resonate with his mana and the polyhedrons as well— it almost felt like the stormward was the bank of the river that was his mana.

Suddenly, the river of mana seemed to swell, as a fresh influx of mana came into it— pure, affinity-less mana. The aether crystal had begun drawing in the aether around them. 

He wasn’t simply feeling like a passive observer anymore. Now, he had to struggle to stay in place, as though the river had grown turbulent and swollen. The mana flowing in from the aether might be pure, but it was also strangely chaotic, moving very differently than he was used to— he understood what Sabae had meant when she referred to the aether moving differently during storms. It wasn’t as though the wind were blowing the aether about— instead, it was as though more mana was being added to the aether by the storm sporadically. 

Another surge of mana hit Hugh. He could barely hold himself above the current now, and he was having trouble focusing on the stormward or the interlocking, shifting, growing polyhedrons. His body felt even more distant and hard to feel than it had before. 

Slightly panicked by that, Hugh tried to reach out towards his body once more. He felt… wind? The sting of blowing sand? Someone… yelling? 

As his attention drifted back towards his body, however, a sudden surge in mana slammed into him, and he found himself being sucked down into the current, being dragged into and through the polyhedrons, which began to tremble as though they were about to fall apart. 

Hugh shouldn’t have attempted this. He’d been foolish enough to attempt this off a few short lectures with Kanderon, rather than trying this while supervised by her. Whatever final form his aether crystal took on would likely be near-useless— it’d probably end up as a chair that muddled his spells or something of the sort.

As Hugh was swept deeper and deeper into the pattern of the aether crystal, he began to struggle less and less. What was the point? He barely made himself hold onto the shape of the stormward in his mind’s eye.

Unbidden, a vision of his friends eating dinner together came to mind. Hugh tried to ignore it, but it just inserted itself into his attention more loudly. 

Wait, why could he see what looked like his own chin near the top of the vision? 

Hugh felt a sense of warmth coming from his chest, and looked down to see a glow coming from it. 

No, coming from the labyrinth stone.

Hugh tried to ask if the stone was sending him the image, but he couldn’t seem to form words in this strange pattern-space. 

Somehow, though, he was sure that the labyrinth stone understood him. 

What was more, it seemed to want to help him.

With what felt like the last of his strength, Hugh reached out to the stone through the bonds of the warlock contract, hoping for enough strength to fight the current.

Instead, the instant he opened himself to the stone, the current… stilled.

No, it hadn’t stilled. It was just as chaotic and turbulent as ever. It was the way Hugh saw it that had changed.

Before, he’d seen only chaos— now, he began to glimpse the order that chaos brought to the pattern. The pattern of a crystal was not built through orderly means— matching components of the growing pattern met by sheer chance, but the more random the movement of the mana grew, the more rapidly the crystal seemed to grow. The randomness and chaos were providing far more opportunities for the pattern to grow than any possible orderly flow could.

Hugh stopped fighting the turbulence, and began to drive it farther and faster. He didn’t do so purposelessly, though— he began to see how different turbulent flows would alter the growth of the crystal in different ways. He didn’t understand a fraction of what effects the different turbulence would have, but he understood immediately what he needed to do for the sake of the stormward.

Hugh was moving through the pattern more swiftly than ever, and yet more purposefully than ever.

At the same time as he moved through the pattern, he felt someone else moving alongside him. The labyrinth stone was doing… something… to the pattern of the aether crystal, as well as to the stormward. Hugh started to get anxious for a moment, then decided to ignore it. The labyrinth stone had saved him once, he was going to have to trust it.

 

Sabae had to endure quite a few long, uncomfortable minutes of interrogation from Deila about Hugh before she could escape. She actually gained the impression that the old woman had apparently decided that Hugh had quite the future in store for him, and wouldn’t mind… binding Hugh to the Radhan.

Sabae really, really didn’t intend to accidentally help arrange a marriage for Hugh.

Her escape from the conversation, however, wasn’t quite under the circumstances she would have liked.

Mostly because it was just due to the wind getting strong enough to carry away their words before it reached the other’s ears. Blowing sand started abrading against her skin, and with an internal groan, Sabae spun her wind armor back up again. Her mana reservoirs had recovered enough to do so, but it was far more difficult and exhausting than usual.

The sandstorm finally cresting over the horizon and looming over Theras Tel like a malevolent rogue wave didn’t particularly contribute to Sabae’s desire to chat, either. They’d long since rounded the curve of the city, and were heading northwards towards the port again. Sabae knew the storm was coming from the northeast, but it still felt like they were suicidally rushing into it head-on. Of course, entering it at an angle wasn’t any less suicidal than entering it head-on.

The storm didn’t make up the whole reason for the conversation’s end, however— Hugh was the rest. 

Partway through the conversation with Deila, Sabae had noticed Hugh’s crystal bracelets were starting to glow with a faint, flickering light. They steadily grew in intensity, and began twitching on his wrists.

At the same time, the aether began flowing towards Hugh, in volumes large enough that Sabae could actually feel it rushing towards him. She had no idea how that was possible— Hugh had large mana reservoirs for his age, but they weren’t even close to large enough to draw this sort of mana.

The whole time, he hadn’t opened his eyes or moved a muscle.

Deila had generated a windshield around him to shield him from the blowing wind and sand, but he never even reacted— it was as if he hadn’t felt the blowing sand pelting him, or even it stopping.

Under her wind armor, Sabae clenched her fists. They’d be cutting this close, but it would work. She’d never met anyone better with wards than Hugh. Her faith in Hugh came from more than that, though. Hugh might be terrified of failure and every new social situation he found himself in, but in so many other regards he was one of the bravest people Sabae had ever known. He’d proven himself more than willing to throw himself into danger for the sake of his friends. He was terrifyingly capable at times, though he seemed incapable of admitting that to himself. 

Hugh’s ward would work.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Paperwork

 

Ataerg and his forces arrived just minutes before the storm, and Alustin flew out to meet them.

Alustin had armored himself entirely in paper— his eyes were the only thing visible, and only through a thin slit bordered in a ward to keep the blowing sand out. The armor looked like full plate, but sleeker and more streamlined. It wasn’t just a single sheet over him, but layers and layers of sheets, with thin spaces filled with honeycombed folds of paper. Nearly every visible sheet of paper was layered in spellforms— both wards and glyphs. No enchantments, but even Alustin didn’t have the time to learn enchantment along with everything else he needed to know.

Alustin had found that knowing how to fold things the right way was just about the most important part of being a paper mage.

He was the only one in the sky above Theras Tel. Indris had grounded all of her children as a last line of defense— she was willing to let Alustin attempt this plan, but she didn’t trust her children to it. 

Alustin was entirely fine with that. He’d had to hold back before— killing any of Indris’ brood would have enraged her beyond reason. Ataerg’s half of the brood, however… Well, mothers were mothers in any species, but attempting to kill her and destroy her home seemed to have cost them a good bit of favor in her eyes.

Quite understandably, Alustin thought. 

He encountered the leading edge of Ataerg’s dragon swarm a mile north of the city. There were dozens of dragons in the flight that he could see, and he didn’t doubt that even more were out of sight closer to the storm. It wouldn’t surprise Alustin if a few of Indris’ brood had joined their father after their mother was poisoned.

Ataerg dwarfed his children almost as much as Indris had. He was only around a hundred and fifty feet (Alustin couldn’t help but snort at himself derisively for that only), but he still looked like a whale swimming through a pod of dolphins. Ataerg was wirier than Indris, and had a truly massive pair of horns sweeping back from his skull. While they were mostly mating displays, Alustin knew better than to underestimate the damage they could do— especially considering how many times longer they were than Alustin was tall.

Alustin spared a final moment to check on his students before plunging into the dragon swarm. Godrick and Talia had seized the valve control room, and were… dismembering and hiding a dragon corpse? Alustin’s stomach clenched at that. He had no idea why they would have been foolish enough to fight a dragon at their level of training, let alone how they’d actually managed to kill it. Still, at least they were being smart enough to hide the evidence.

He switched his attention to the Moonless Owl. The sandship was close to completing its circuit of the city, and… Hugh’s aether crystal was glowing? Alustin’s stomach clenched even harder at that. Kanderon had surely warned him against attempting to attune his aether crystal this soon, right? The odds that it would actually succeed were, well… Alustin almost turned for the sandship right then and there, but he forced himself to stay on track. If he didn’t stop Ataerg’s forces now, almost everything that Kanderon had sent him to accomplish would be in vain.

Hugh had surprised him over and over again in the past. Alustin desperately hoped the same would be true again today.

Alustin had thought about diving at the dragon swarm from above and targeting Ataerg directly, but he doubted he could kill Ataerg with a simple ambush like that— the wyrm was nearly as durable as Indris. Brute force wouldn’t be enough to take down Ataerg. He needed to use subtlety and surprise.

Which, of course, was why he charged straight into the swarm from the front, drawing a massive cloud of paper from his extraplanar storage.

The first dragon to see him, a fifty footer, lunged for him immediately, without even bothering to give Alustin more than a cursory inspection.

He honestly found it more than a little offensive to be dismissed so easily. He easily dodged to the side, then sent a portion of his paper swarm straight at the dragon. More precisely, at the dragon’s eyes.

The dragon’s scream was shockingly loud as the cloud of paper razored through the transparent inner lid and into its eyes. It immediately lost control of its flight, plummeting nearly a hundred feet before it steadied itself, screaming and bleeding the whole time.

That got their attention. 

Nearly the entire swarm focused on Alustin, quite a few bellowing and turning course for him. Ataerg, however, looked to his child first before looking to Alustin.

“WHO DARES INJURE MY CHILD?” Ataerg’s voice would have easily been the loudest Alustin had ever encountered, if he’d never encountered Indris. That didn’t really calm his nerves, though. The dragon swarm halted their approach towards him

Alustin pumped mana into the spell glyph on his paper gorget. His voice boomed out over the noise of the dragon swarm, though not as overwhelmingly as Ataerg’s had. “My name is Alustin Haber, Librarian Errant, last loyal son of Helicote, and servant of Kanderon Crux. My master judged you to be too much of a worthless lizard to warrant stirring herself from Skyhold, so she sent me to dispose of you instead.”

The entire dragon swarm seemed to pause for a moment as they wrapped their heads around what Alustin had said. 

With a deafening roar, the entire swarm dove at him.

Alustin smiled and charged straight at them. 

 

The Moonless Owl shuddered as it plunged forwards. The crew had been forced to raise the windshield against the oncoming storm as the waves of pelting sand grew to the point where they could hardly even see the storm advancing on the city. 

The dunes below them had begun to dissolve and flow already, and the whole ship creaked and groaned as it struggled to find footing.

The only reason they were even moving forwards at all was thanks to the crew’s wind and sand mages forcing wind into the sails. Sabae doubted, however, that they were going at more than a walking pace.

If only Hugh’s chalk stormward had been maintained on the Owl’s deck, they could have kept moving forwards just fine. With the crew struggling to maintain the windshield, their ability to push against the wind had slowed to a crawl. Even tacking back and forth in the wind was barely helping.

Sabae might be confident in Hugh’s ability to craft the ward, but she wasn’t confident in the Owl’s ability to carry him where he needed to go.

There had to be something Sabae could do. She was a Kaen Das, for tide’s sake! Her family were the greatest storm mages alive, and they’d defended Ras Andis and the southwestern coast of Ithos for centuries. Her grandmother regularly turned entire hurricanes off course.

Any true Kaen Das could easily shepherd a single ship through a storm, on sand or water. Sabae… Sabae could just punch things and jump.

She quickly went through the options in her head. Release a series of gust strikes at the sails? It’d drain her too quickly, and wouldn’t make enough of a difference. Charge up a single, incredibly powerful gust strike? It would probably just rip a hole in the sails. 

If only there was some way to take over part of the task of blocking some of the incoming wind. There was no way for Sabae to expand the size of her wind armor that far beyond her body, no matter how much wind she absorbed into it. She…

Wait. No. That was it.

Sabae sprinted over to Captain Solon, grabbing him by the sleeve. “You need to pull back the windshield a couple feet. Not enough to expose Hugh, but at least enough to expose the figurehead!”

“What?” Captain Solon yelled over the storm. “That makes no sense, girl! That’d just slow us down even more!”

“I’m a Kaen Das, Captain!” Sabae shouted back. “We know the wind better than anyone. You need to trust me!”

Captain Solon gave her a doubtful look, but nodded. Sabae sighed with relief, then turned and sprinted for the prow, spinning up her wind armor as she went.

 

Hugh was losing control again. 

Despite the clarity the labyrinth stone had brought him, the mana rushing through him and the aether crystal just kept growing and growing. It was simply too much for Hugh to handle.

He could barely even perceive anything from his own body anymore, but he could tell from the stormward construction that they had slowed. They kept veering off course as well, forcing Hugh to stretch farther and farther afield to keep the crystal threads of the ward growing in a roughly circular shape.

He could feel the dunes dissolving with his affinity senses as they reached downwards to the ward. The wind hadn’t dug deep enough to expose or damage the ward yet, but if they didn’t move quickly, it would sooner than later.

Hugh couldn’t fail. People were depending on him.

 

As Alustin dove into the swarm, he began folding paper. One of the biggest advantages paper mages had over other mages was their ability to replicate spell effects across large numbers of targets— so long as all of those targets were identical sheets of paper. 

Alustin folded a thousand sheets simultaneously. He didn’t go for anything fancy— a simple triangle should do the trick. 

It took three seconds to fold the triangles. During that time, Alustin dodged three jets of dragonfire and a diving thirty-footer.

The instant the triangles were done, Alustin sent them flying forwards. They looked almost like a flock of birds drawn by a child.

Most birds, however, didn’t shoot through the membranous wings of a dragon like arrows through paper.

Paper arrows through paper? Hmm. Alustin should probably have put more thought into that metaphor.

The first dragon hit by the storm screamed in pain as a thousand rips opened up in his wings. They quickly tore and expanded, and the dragon simply began plummeting towards its death on the sand miles below it.

Alustin had already sent the paper triangles scything through the wings of two more dragons before the first had even begun to fall.

Pages swirled in the wind around Alustin as he danced through the sky. He plastered them onto the faces of dragons, sliced open the eyes of any dragons foolish enough to not close their scaly outer eyelids at their approach, and dodged among them like a hummingbird. He threw masses of paper into the path of dragonflame, blocking it again and again.

Alustin might be the physically weakest creature in the sky right now, but he was by far the fastest and most agile.

He hadn’t stopped slicing the triangles through dragon wings, either. With each pass he lost a few more triangles, either by slamming into wing membranes too thick to cut through or by dragonfire, but he continued knocking dragons out of the sky with them.

He hadn’t stopped pulling paper out of his extraplanar storage tattoo, either. He pulled a special stack of glyph-covered pages out, folding them into paper arrows as he did so. He sent them shooting into the mouths of three dragons trying to flank him, then pumped mana into their glyphs— simple fire-starting spellforms.

Two of the dragons’ heads simply exploded, while the third screamed in pain as dragonflame gushed in a wave out of its mouth.

Dragons didn’t light their liquid dragonflame until it was already out of the glands in their throat for this exact reason. Their outsides might be entirely fireproof, but their insides were considerably less so. 

Ataerg bellowed something incomprehensible over the cries of wounded dragons and the oncoming storm, and suddenly Alustin found all the nearby dragons fleeing him.

Alustin smiled to himself. He’d been fighting for no more than three minutes, and he’d already downed more than a dozen dragons.

At this rate, he should see about claiming Aedan Dragonslayer’s title.

Alustin’s smile vanished, however, as Ataerg surged forward far, far faster than anything that size should be able to move, jaws open wide as the wyrm prepared to bite Alustin out of the air.

He’d carefully gone over Ataerg’s capabilities and preferred tactics with Indris and Eudaxus before he’d left the impact site. Ataerg was a powerful mage in his own right, with deeply attuned affinities for wind and stone. One of his favorite tactics was accelerating himself forwards with wind at astonishing speeds to take opponents by surprise.

Indris had thought that Ataerg’s wind mana would be too drained by harnessing the storm to use that tactic. She’d clearly been wrong.

Ataerg was, for that brief moment, moving far, far faster than Alustin. He was moving faster than almost any living thing Alustin had ever seen.

Any living thing.

Alustin’s swarm of pages shot back towards him in an instant, overlapping as they did so. In a fraction of a second, his four long, delicate wings grew into a single massive sheet of paper, extending in a circle fifty feet across.

One that was facing right into the wind of the storm. It caught Alustin’s new sail, sending him flying backwards. He moved so quickly that the blood rushed forward to his face, making him think he was about to pass out.

Even so, Ataerg’s jaws closed mere feet in front of Alustin. He could clearly smell Ataerg’s foul breath.

As the sail launched Alustin back over Theras Tel, he sent the remaining paper triangles towards Ataerg’s wings. 

Every single one of them bounced off like he’d sent them into a block of solid steel. Ataerg didn’t even seem to notice.

Well, it had been something of a longshot.

“KILL YOU!” Ataerg screamed.

Alustin sent a cloud of pages at Ataerg’s face. They hit his transparent inner eyelids, at the perfect angle, and… 

Did nothing.

Cursing, Alustin sent the last of his fire-starting glyph pages towards Ataerg’s mouth.

Ataerg didn’t even seem to notice when they went off.

Well, actually taking Ataerg down in direct combat had always been a longshot.

Ataerg was still pursuing him, but starting to fall behind. Seeing that, the dragon inhaled deeply.

Alustin dissolved his sail completely. He plunged downwards immediately as a column of liquid dragonfire a dozen feet thick blasted above him. Even fifty feet below it, parts of his paper armor blackened and charred.

Alustin rebuilt his wings after he’d fallen fifty or so feet. He dodged to the side to stay out of the way of any falling droplets of dragonfire, and then he shot forwards.

His wings weren’t as fast as the sail in this wind, but then, he didn’t need to go as fast as the sail took him.

He just needed to go fast enough to keep ahead of Ataerg without losing him.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Dragonslayer

 

Sabae spun up her wind armor tighter and tighter as she sprinted towards the front of the ship. She leapt around and dove straight into the ship’s windshield just as it contracted.

Her wind armor almost shattered plunging through the windshield, but thankfully both it and the windshield held as she passed through it. Sabae landed right at the base of the owl-shaped wooden figurehead of the ship, barely managing to keep the wind from blowing her off the front.

Ahead, she could see the storm looming. They had only minutes before it hit Theras Tel.

Sabae started to spin up her wind armor again. This time, however, she didn’t try to keep the wind flows neat or well structured.

She only focused on concentrating as much wind as possible into the armor, and making sure that every drop she pulled in towards her came from ahead of her.

Her mana reservoirs began to dip precipitously as she pulled more and more wind. Sabae took a deep breath. She knew she shouldn’t do this, that it was far too dangerous with her mana control problems.

Screw playing it safe. She wasn’t going to let her family name down.

Sabae drew the windlode spellform in her mind’s eye and pushed the little mana she had left into it.

Wind began spiraling in towards her armor at an insane rate— far faster and in far greater amounts than she should ever be able to spin up on her own.

The Moonless Owl lurched forward wildly as the winds that had been slamming against the front of its windshield began flooding into Sabae’s armor. She almost fell off the figurehead, but barely managed to grab on in time.

Sabae could feel the strain of holding onto the armor pull at her. She simply wasn’t ready  hold this much wind in her armor, or be flooded with as much mana as the storm had to offer.

She didn’t have to hold onto it for long, though. Just long enough for Hugh to finish his work.

 

Hugh felt immense relief as the Owl surged forwards again. He’d tried pushing forwards on his own, but he quickly reached the limits of his affinity senses. All the extra power hadn’t done anything to extend their range.

Hugh kept growing the crystal threads, but  he reached forwards with his affinity senses at the same time, searching for the other end of the ward. He wasn’t going to get screwed by miscalculating the length of the ward like he’d done before the first sandstorm.

There. It was still distant, but approaching rapidly.

Hugh could tell that something was happening inside the aether crystal’s pattern space, but at this point he wasn’t even trying to guess what. It was still an unending motif of repeating polyhedrons, but it otherwise looked nothing like it had before. The polyhedrons were a completely different shape, connected in completely different ways, and seemed to reach into even more directions that Hugh simply couldn’t see.

The labyrinth stone was still up to something as well, but Hugh wasn’t sure what. He didn’t spare it any thought.

Hugh carefully focused on the design of the last segment of the stormward. This one blended seamlessly into the windlode spellform at the end, which was sized exactly to fit into the space between the two ends of the circular ward. 

He’d spent as much time as he’d been able to spare trying to figure out how to conceal the true shape of the windlode from anyone looking for it. He’d considered sealing the whole thing in a huge block of crystal, but instead he had settled on turning the ward into a complete mess of intersecting lines. He just had to make sure to include imperfections in the crystal threads at all the right point so that mana wouldn’t flow into the false lines.

With a final surge of effort, Hugh grew the ends of the ward together, crafting the windlode spellform and its concealment in a last burst of effort.

As he did so, the labyrinth stone seemed to push something into the ward as well.

Then his mana drained from him completely, and he fell out of pattern space into his own body.

Hugh couldn’t understand what was going on for a moment. His own limbs and senses seemed completely alien. Everything snapped back to him after a few deep breaths, however, and he looked up just in time to see his stormward ignite.

Shafts of white light thicker than any tree speared up from the ground, piercing the sky above them. Hugh could actually see several of them pierce the cresting edge of the sandstorm as it rose above them.

Webs of white light began to grow between the shafts. Then the whole thing flashed, congealing into a rippling curtain surrounding Theras Tel.

The winds inside the curtain simply stopped. The blowing sand started settling downwards. The Owl was the only thing still moving as the crew maintained their wind spells for a few moments.

The winds outside the curtain battered at it for a few seconds, then visibly began to rise upwards. The air outside the curtain turned into a rising waterfall of sand and wind, vanishing upwards at shocking speed.

The crew let their spells lapse, and the Owl began to grind to a halt on the sand.

The upward flows of wind outside the curtain started tilting to one side, then circling.

Hugh took a second to realize what was happening. The winds of the sandstorm weren’t striking the city head on, and the rising wind was creating instability in the storm. 

The ward had created a gargantuan stationary tornado around the city.

He’d done it. He actually done it! Hugh couldn’t believe that…

Hugh saw something on the prow of the ship out of the corner of his eye and turned towards it.

It was Sabae, still in her wind armor. 

The wind armor looked nothing like its usual appearance, however. It was swollen and misshapen, and he could hardly see her through it. 

Sabae looked at him and mouthed something, but he couldn’t hear her through the thrumming of her wind armor. Then she windjumped off the figurehead.

The blast was so strong it shattered the wooden owl off the front of the ship. Hugh covered his eyes with his arm to block the splinters.

That was when he realized that the bracelets were no longer on his arms.

He didn’t spend time thinking about that, however. He pulled his arm away from his face and looked for Sabae.

She’d crashed onto the ground several hundred feet away from the ship, and was staggering around like she was drunk. Her wind armor was bending and twisting out of control.

Hugh vaulted over the railing, casting a levitation cantrip to lower his fall as he did so.

Nothing happened. Hugh’s reservoirs were completely drained. He hit the sand hard, landing on his face, his spellbook bruising one hip.

He didn’t even pause. He immediately pulled himself to his feet and started sprinting towards Sabae.

Hugh was still a hundred feet away when Sabae’s armor detonated. Sand shot two hundred feet into the air from the blast, and Hugh was knocked off his feet by a massive gust of wind. 

It took him a good bit longer to climb to his feet this time. By the time he had, the sand from the explosion of wind had largely begun settling. Hugh charged into it without a second thought.

 

Alustin desperately dove past one of Theras Tel’s dragon roosting towers, hoping to stay out of Ataerg’s reach. 

Ataerg flew through the tower like it wasn’t even there. Alustin had to dodge through a rain of boulders, slowing him down even more.

Alustin pulled the last few light glyphs from his extraplanar storage, flooding them with mana as they fell behind him. Ataerg bellowed at the flash of light, but didn’t slow.

Alustin was running out of tricks. His sword was powerful, but not a lot of use against a monster like Ataerg. He’d burned through the majority of his stock of paper already— at this rate, he’d need to start throwing his personal library at Ataerg. 

He did still have a couple of last-ditch contingency tools that Kanderon had given to him, but Alustin would rather let himself be eaten than use them in the middle of a populated city.

Ataerg inhaled to spray dragonfire at Alustin again when the wind of the storm stopped. Alustin almost crashed into a particularly tall tenement, while Ataerg had to abandon spraying fire, instead frantically flapping to maintain altitude.

A shimmering white curtain entirely surrounded the city. Alustin couldn’t help but give a victory yell at the top of his lungs at that. 

Hugh had done it! He’d actually managed to pull it off! Alustin had hoped Hugh was capable of…

Ataerg bellowed behind him, and Alustin realized that the voice amplification glyph on his gorget was still active. The dragon surged after him with renewed vigor.

The librarian focused his attention back onto the city in front of him. He had less than half a mile until he reached the impact site again. This had better work.

Alustin poured his mana into his wings. His mana reservoirs might be massive, but this fight had drained even them. He didn’t have much time to pull this off if he wanted to stop Ataerg.

One of the dragon roosting towers ahead of Alustin begin to shake wildly, then pulled itself out of the ground entirely, hurling itself through the air at him.

Oh. Right. Ataerg had a stone attunement too.

The air in front of him was a massive wave of debris that had been launched upwards in the tower’s wake. Alustin couldn’t see a single way through safely.

So instead, he dove straight at the tower. He flashed into the roosting chamber— which was currently upside down, then swerved as hard as he could for the stairwell that let crowds up when the towers emptied for storms. 

He barely made it through the entrance to the stairs. Even as large as the staircase was, his wings spanned them almost completely.

Alustin felt like he was threading a needle in the middle of an earthquake as he flew through the stairwell. One moment, he was flying straight upwards, and the next the rotation of the tower required him to make a ninety degree turn to keep moving in the same relative direction as the bottom of the tower.

With a last burst of speed, he shot out of the crumpling tower. The gap was too small for his wings, and they tore completely off as he shot into clear air. 

Alustin reassembled his wings faster than he’d ever needed to before. He managed to halt his descent mere feet above the ground. Behind him, Ataerg burst through the flying debris, hardly even slowing down. 

The impact site was so close he could touch it. He could see Indris’ motionless body lying on the ground ahead of him, breathing shallowly. Alustin had no idea how, but somehow he eked out those last couple hundred feet to it on a mana reservoir he would have sworn was the next best thing to empty.

The moment he crossed into the site, he turned to face Ataerg and hovered, letting all of his armor except his wings and his gorget dissolve. The massive dragon was plunging towards him in a headlong dive, jaws open. 

Alustin smiled and gave Ataerg a cheerful wave. “Now!” he shouted, his voice still amplified by the glyph on his paper gorget.

Indris pulled her head up with a snarl and began pumping mana into the circle of paper surrounding the impact site.

Alustin had gotten the idea of building an offensive ward from Hugh. Even with his paper affinity controlling his special pens and the sheets of paper, drawing the ward had taken up almost all the time that they had before Ataerg’s arrival. Eudaxus had supervised his cultists in gluing the ward to the stones of the street, with Indris’ children clearing a path through the rubble for them.

Indris might be too weak to move, but she’d recovered more than enough mana to power a ward only a few hundred feet across.

Ataerg didn’t even have time to understand what had killed him before he slammed into the ward face first. This ward wasn’t a one-shot blast of force like the wards Hugh was so fond of— instead, it formed a solid, nigh impenetrable wall around the impact site.

Then it released a massive blast of force at Ataerg, because better safe than sorry.

Ataerg’s neck visibly broke when he slammed into the ward, and the blast of force that followed after crumpled his ribs and wings, sending his corpse crashing through several buildings before coming to a halt.

“Good job, every…” Alustin started, only to have his mana reservoirs run out completely.

Indris caught him in a gentle gust of wind before he’d fallen very far, but it was still extremely undignified.

 

“Are you sure we can’t take just a talon?” Talia asked. “Maybe a tooth?”

“For the last time, NO!” said Godrick, sealing the last of the dragon beneath the ground.

 

Hugh scrambled down into the crater that had been left behind by the detonation of Sabae’s armor. He could barely see through the sand raining downwards, so he actually ended up tripping over her before he saw her.

Sabae started cursing up a storm as Hugh lay on top of her, eventually pushing him off. “Hugh, what do you think you’re…” 

She stopped, staring at him oddly. “Hugh, what happened to the spellbook I gave you?”

Hugh gave her a confused look. It was still hanging over his shoulder, just like always. He sat up and glanced down at it.

His spellbook appeared to have turned entirely into deep green crystal. Hugh gingerly lifted it up in his hands. Part of him could tell that the book was quite heavy, but it felt even lighter than before. He opened the book to see that the pages had all been turned to crystal as well, and that the writing and diagrams had become color flaws in the structure of the crystal— if anything, they’d become even more readable.

The leather band was still, to his relief, just leather, though the metal loops it had connected to on the spine of the spellbook had become crystal.

Kanderon had told him that his aether crystal would take on a new form along with a new color. He’d been hoping for a sword, but… this really wasn’t the worst form it could take.

He flipped it over again, noticing something on the front cover.

It was his labyrinth stone. The little orange rock seemed to radiate contentment.

“Aren’t you pleased with yourself,” Hugh muttered.

“What?” Sabae asked. “Also, Hugh, why exactly are your eyes green now?”

“They’re what?” Hugh asked.

“They’re green. Obnoxiously green. Not the sort of green that you normally see in people’s eyes— I think they’re actually glowing the same shade as your spellbook,” Sabae said.

“Huh,” Hugh said, not having the energy to explain. He flopped back down into the sand. “I just want to go to sleep for a week.”

Sabae was quiet for a moment before she spoke. “This has been the worst summer vacation ever.”

They were both laughing hysterically when Irrick and Captain Solon found them.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Gifts and Secrets

 

Hugh fought the urge to pick at the neck of his new dress clothes. They looked nice, but they were just so profoundly uncomfortable. 

Sabae hissed at Talia and elbowed her. “Quit squirming. Even Hugh’s managing to look halfway dignified in front of the crowd.”

Hugh shot Sabae a mockingly hurt look at that, then he smirked at Talia, who looked… well, quite pretty in a dress, but also remarkably silly. It was bright yellow, and clashed horribly with her tattoos and hair.

Talia had already sworn vengeance on whoever had picked it out for her. Though Hugh wasn’t entirely sure whether her vengeance was for the dress’ color, or just the fact that there wasn’t anywhere to keep her daggers. When he’d asked, Talia had just kicked him in the shin.

“I’ve been pinching Hugh whenever he squirms,” Avah said, leaning in front of Hugh from where she stood beside him.

Talia started coughing in an effort not to laugh at that.

Alustin coughed at them deliberately, nodding towards the front of the stage they stood at the back of, where Eudaxus was giving a long, boring speech that everyone could hear echoing out of their shadows. A shockingly long and boring speech.

The old priest seemed immensely pleased about it.

There were thousands of people clustered in Indris’ throne room. She’d finally recovered enough over the two weeks since Ataerg’s death to make the short flight into the throne room, and once she’d recovered from that, she had demanded a ceremony to celebrate their victory.

Hugh couldn’t help but wonder how much of the wait had actually been Indris recovering from her poisoning and crash, and how much had just been her mourning her dead mate, her lost children, and her damaged city. No one was quite sure whether Indris would forgive the children who had sided with Ataerg or not.

Sabae elbowed Godrick, who hadn’t been paying the least bit of attention to the ceremony— instead, it had all been focused on Irrick, who he was holding hands with. When Alustin had brought Godrick and Talia back to the Moonless Owl, it had surprised everyone immensely when Irrick and Godrick had leapt into each other’s arms. Apparently, they’d been a couple since immediately after the first sandstorm out in the desert. 

Well, a secret to Alustin and the other apprentices. The crew of the Owl had apparently known what was going on the whole time— and had delighted in helping keep it a secret.

Sabae had claimed that it made quite a few things make sense.

Talia, of course, promptly proceeded to kick Godrick repeatedly in the shins for keeping secrets from them, while Godrick repeatedly apologized. Irrick had been offended at Talia’s behavior, until Sabae explained that it was just Talia’s own special, terrible way of expressing relief that they’d all made it out okay.

Hugh was just happy to see that his friends were safe.

“Would you all be quiet?” Captain Solon hissed. As comfortable as he was commanding the deck of a ship, he seemed profoundly uncomfortable in front of an immense crowd of humans, dragons, and even a few naga.

Eventually, Eudaxus’ speech wound down, and he stepped to the side. 

Indris raised her head behind them. She was curled up behind the stage, watching the crowd carefully. Several of her youngest children were curled up atop her. Indris had been even more possessive than usual of her children— at least, the ones that hadn’t abandoned her, died, or vanished during the battle. A few of her wayward children had returned seeking forgiveness, but it seemed likely that many never would.

“Godrick, son of Artur Wallbreaker, and Talia of Clan Castis, please step forwards,” Eudaxus called.

Talia stomped forwards, and Godrick let go of Irrick’s hand eventually, trudging forwards while looking back at him. Talia and Sabae had already started arguing about whether Irrick and Godrick or Avah and Hugh were the more annoying couple, much to Hugh’s embarrassment. 

Eudaxus starting droning on again, this time praising Godrick and Talia for saving Indris’ guardsmen and the loyal cultists from inundation by Ataerg’s rebel cultists.

Hugh noted that Eudaxus didn’t say anything at all about the bloody purge of Ataerg’s followers in the week following the dragon’s death.

Finally, Eudaxus wrapped up his praise. “What reward can we offer each of you for the services you have performed for our queen?”

Godrick seemed to be seriously considering the question, but Talia answered immediately and loudly. “I want Ataerg’s bones,” she demanded.

An abrupt intake of breath swept the room, and everyone’s eyes shot nervously towards Indris. Most dragons kept the bones of their rivals as trophies— Talia’s demand seemed far too much to ask.

To everyone’s surprise and relief, however, Indris merely nodded. “I have no wish to look upon my mate’s bones. You may have as many as you desire.”

Godrick’s request was quite tame by comparison. He just wanted Indris’ enchanters to craft him an enchanted hammer— his had been destroyed, crushed by rubble falling atop it in the valve control room. Godrick had, unusually for him, spent quite a long time complaining about its loss.

“Captain Solon of the Moonless Owl, step forwards,” Eudaxus called as Godrick and Talia returned. 

Captain Solon trudged forwards as though he were walking to his execution. Deila, even though she hadn’t been called, walked up alongside her son, audibly telling him to correct his posture. Talia snickered, but Irrick and Avah seemed not to see anything strange about it.

“Captain, today we can’t thank you and your people nearly enough for their role in saving…” Eudaxus began, but Captain Solon interrupted him grumpily.

“Get rid of the docking fees you charge the Radhan, and we’re even” he said.

Eudaxus gave him an uncertain look, then glanced at Indris. The dragon queen seemed to consider for a moment, then nodded.

“Sabae Kaen Das and Hugh of Emblin, step forth.”

Hugh’s heart began pounding in his chest immediately as the crowd’s attention turned his way. Avah actually had to push him to get him started moving towards Eudaxus. He slowly trudged up to the front of the stage, trying not to vomit. He didn’t even hear Eudaxus’ speech praising them, or what Sabae requested as her boon over the pounding of blood in his ears. Eventually, he realized that both Sabae and Eudaxus were staring at him, along with everyone in the audience.

“Sorry, what?” he managed to mutter.

“What boon may Theras Tel offer you for your services, Hugh of Emblin?”

Hugh’s mind went completely blank. He’d known this was coming, and he and his friends had spent hours talking over their choices. Right now, however, he couldn’t think of a single thing to ask. The silence stretched on and on, Hugh getting redder and redder. Just when he was convinced he was about to vomit right on Eudaxus, the kindly old priest finally spoke again.

“Is there nothing that comes to mind, Hugh?” Eudaxus asked.

Hugh shook his head, not wanting to open his mouth for fear of vomiting.

Sabae hissed in his ear. “If you don’t accept a gift from her, Indris will consider it an insult!”

That really didn’t help.

“Can… can I have more time to think about it?” Hugh managed to ask. He was fairly sure he heard a scattering of laughter from the audience.

Eudaxus opened his mouth to speak, but Indris interrupted him. “You may take all the time you need, Hugh. Consider my gift to you a favor owed. As an advance on that, however…”

The dragon gestured, and a cultist darted forwards, handing Hugh a wrapped package.

“To pay off your yearly obligation to your master,” Indris said.

To Hugh’s great relief, he was allowed to return to the lineup, where Avah hugged him sympathetically. He opened the package, finding a book with pages of bright red parchment, filled with writing in a language he didn’t understand.

He barely paid attention to the speech Eudaxus gave praising Alustin, but he did notice that Eudaxus didn’t ask him what boon he wanted— instead, he simply presented him with a small locked chest.

As Alustin returned to the lineup, he opened the chest to inspect the contents. Hugh caught a glimpse as Alustin gazed at it critically— it was an ancient looking book entitled Grain Shipments to the Imperial City of Ithos, the Year 378 After Its Founding. Alustin seemed to realize that he’d just been staring at the book in his hands, and he snapped the chest shut again.

Eudaxus’ speech only ran another hour after that.

As they finally left the throne room, Avah kissed Hugh, who couldn’t help but grin. They still had more than a month left before they needed to return to Skyhold.

It was going to be a great summer.

 

Alustin reclined alone on the deck of the Moonless Owl as the storm raged outside Hugh’s ward. Everyone else was up in the city, celebrating the first storm festival since Indris’ poisoning. 

It had been quite the surprise when Hugh’s ward had turned out still stable, at least to most people. Being inside a giant tornado instead of a hemispherical windshield certainly changed the feel of the festival, but it was as wild and raucous as ever.

Alustin sighed and reached into his extraplanar storage space. No sense in putting it off any longer.

He pulled out an unmarked, leather-bound book, as well as one of his special quills. He opened the book to a random page, then began writing.

 

I’ve completed your assignment, Master.

 

Alustin waited for a response, part of him hoping that Kanderon would be distracted. Kanderon’s response formed quickly, though.

 

Not without causing quite a bit of a stir, Alustin. I’ve already heard about it from several sources already. Why did you take so long to report back to me?

I didn’t think it was safe yet. Until Indris gave me the book, I couldn’t be sure if they still wrongly suspected me of being involved in Ataerg’s plot. I felt it was better not to give them any provocation.

 

It took some time for Kanderon to respond. The Index nodes were a fairly reliable means of communication, but they weren’t foolproof— it was possible to spy on messages sent through them. It was not, however, possible to do so in a way that Kanderon couldn’t detect if she tried.

 

Give me a full report.

 

So he did. Alustin reported everything that had happened since he had last spoken to the sphinx. He told her of the hidden cult, of the poisoning, of Ataerg’s attack. 

To Alustin’s surprise, Kanderon was just as interested in the actions of the apprentices as those of Ataerg and his forces. When he asked why, Kanderon responded in her usual blunt manner.

 

You’re training weapons, Alustin. They’ve had only a year of education, and look at what you have them doing already. It’s like seeing you stretch your wings all over again— a continual source of stress and frustration. You, at least, were much better about keeping a low profile. 

I had more incentive to keep my head down.

Their actions had already started to draw attention in Skyhold. Sabae’s grandmother was already paying attention thanks to Sabae’s letters— I’m still not convinced by your decision to take the granddaughter of Ilinia Kaen Das for your apprentice. That woman is dangerous, and her interests seldom align with ours.

 

Alustin didn’t respond to that. They’d had this argument a dozen times at least, and he felt no need to rehash it again.

 

She certainly already knows what happened in Theras Tel. By now, half the continent probably knows that Ataerg fell and that we were involved— the Havath Dominion included.

 

Alustin’s fingers tightened on the quill at the mention of Havath.

 

There’s more you need to know. About Hugh.

What is it?

He successfully attuned his aether crystals during his construction of the ward.

 

Kanderon’s response was some time in coming, and was quite obscene at first. She eventually calmed down, resuming her interrogation.

 

Did it take a stable form, or did he just turn it into a pile of useless rock?

It took a stable form- a green book. No idea what it does yet, but… the labyrinth stone has somehow managed to plant itself in the front cover of the book. What’s more… it did something to Hugh’s stormward. I think it tried to germinate it into a juvenile labyrinth.

Did it work?

There’s no mana well underneath Theras Tel, thankfully, so no. Still, it’s far more robust than it should be— I know for a fact that Indris had her children try to dig it up and shatter it. It healed itself within hours. The ward will likely last for months before degrading.

 

Kanderon took some time to reply.

 

I should have smashed that stone before Hugh even woke up from the labyrinth.

It’s too late now.

I’m well aware of that, Alustin. How does the situation in Theras Tel look for us in the near future?

The apprentices outed the identity of our best mole to Eudaxus. They didn’t mean to, but we’ve not trained them in in espionage at all. I barely managed to smuggle Captain Bandon out of the city ahead of Eudaxus’ hunters. Eudaxus and Indris are grateful to us, but they’re going to be watching our every move like a hawk for years, at the very least. It’s going to seriously hinder our ability to act in Theras Tel.

It’s a small price to pay in the grand scheme of things. You’ve retrieved what I sent you for, and it’s going to give us quite the edge in what’s approaching.

There’s more. Indris specifically gifted Hugh a rare book to meet the requirement you placed in his contract. She has to know you’re pacted with him. And apart from the two of us, Hugh, and his friends, the only ones who know about your contract or its details are the members of the Skyhold Council. 

Let us hope that one of the apprentices foolishly let something slip.

We’ve suspected the presence of a leak on the council for a while. We’ve had quite a few foreign powers knowing far too much about our internal affairs lately.

We haven’t had enough evidence to point fingers, and we still don’t. I’m going to begin looking into it more carefully, though.

I think her gift to Hugh was as much gratitude as it was a threat. If the leak had been one she’d arranged, she would hardly expose it like this.

If the leak is really there, Alustin. If.

 

Kanderon had several hours worth of additional questions on details of the operation, but compared to past reports he’d had to make to her, he was getting off lightly. Finally, however, he was able to close the book, blanking its pages, and put it away, along with the quill. 

While his hand was in the extraplanar storage space, he idly ran it over the surface of Indris’ egg. Eudaxus’ shame at letting his emotions get in the way of properly sniffing out Ataerg’s plans had, ironically, been what let Alustin get away with the theft. In an effort to distance himself from his mistakes, he’d argued passionately and eloquently in Alustin’s defense, leaving Indris and everyone else convinced that Ataerg’s suborned cultists had stolen the egg and destroyed it.

Alustin wasn’t sure what Kanderon wanted the egg for. Many of her plans were opaque to him. The book, however…  he understood exactly what the book was for, and why Kanderon valued it so much more than the egg.

Alustin drew out the chest, opening it to reveal the tattered, ancient book. If he gave his students the opportunity to guess, he was sure they would come up with all sorts of fanciful theories for what secrets the book hid.

They’d all be wrong. The secrets the book contained weren’t hidden at all.

Alustin put the book back, then pulled out a bottle of wine from inside the extraplanar space. He spent several minutes staring at the label on the bottle— the label of his family’s vineyard.

Not many bottles left after this, and there’d never be any more.

Alustin pulled a wineglass out from the storage space, then poured himself a glass. 

He was briefly caught by an urge to fly up to the city and join in the festivities, but he quickly discarded the idea. Alustin was content to sit in peace and watch the storm rage.

There wouldn’t be much in the way of peace to be found in the years to come.

 

Afterword

 

Thank you so much for reading Jewel of the Endless Erg, Book 2 of Mage Errant! It’s been an interesting ride, and I’m happy to finally be able to share it all for you! Book 3 should be out soon enough— expect about the same gap as between books 1 and 2. Hugh and company will be returning to Skyhold, and you can expect to see a lot more of the politics and intrigue that they didn’t get to see as unimportant first year students.

 

If you have any questions or comments, please feel free to contact me at john.g.bierce@gmail.com, or on reddit (u/johnbierce). For news about the Mage Errant series, other upcoming works, and random thoughts about fantasy, worldbuilding, and whatever else pops in my mind, check out www.johnbierce.com. The best way to keep updated on new releases is to sign up for my mailing list, which you can find on my website.

 

In the meantime, if you’re looking for more reading material similar to Mage Errant or that influenced Mage Errant, and you’ve already read the suggestions at the end of book one, I highly recommend you check out the free web serial Mother of Learning, Ursula K. LeGuin’s superlative Earthsea series, Terry Pratchett’s novel Dodger, Sebastian de Castell’s Spellslinger series, and Lawrence Watt Evans’ Ethshar series. In addition, if you missed the Grand Library in Jewel of the Endless Erg and want some more magical library shenanigans, you should check out Scott Lynch’s In the Stacks or Scott Hawkin’s The Library at Mount Char.
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