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The Crimson Knight











  
  





To anyone who has ever been lost. You will always find your way again.








  
  
Content Warnings




Please note before reading that some of the warnings may be light spoilers. 

The Haunted Warrior is a dark fantasy intended for an adult audience. It contains elements and tropes that are commonly found in the genre, including but not limited to: graphic depictions of violence, death, blood, gore, torture and dismemberment, alcohol use, animal death, and on page consensual sex. There are also elements of addiction pertaining to corrupted magic that impact a teenage character.
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In case you forgot


A refresher for The Crimson Knight, as told by the Soul Reaper





Iam the first child born of the Cosmos. I have witnessed the birth of all her subsequent offspring–from the formation of the realms to the creation of life itself. The matters of the Human Realm are but a trifling thing–a mere ripple in an infinite ocean. 

But even ripples can cascade into waves of destruction.

This tale begins with a human woman. Like many of her kind, she can wield the power of the Cosmos. Some humans foolishly forbid this, as was the case of her leader, a man by the name of King Rhys, who punished Cosmic Arts practitioners by death.

A band of omens schemed together and brought Beasts into the Human Realm, creating havoc and destruction. Their efforts successfully drew each of the kingdoms’ rulers to a single location, where the omens intended to wipe them all out at once by overwhelming their forces with Cosmic magic. 

They did not account for a blood mage in King Rhys’s ranks. 

Haizea brought their attack to a grinding halt—but not without claiming the lives of many of her allies. A necessary sacrifice to fuel her power.

I can still taste the essence of their Souls.

Upon discovering the true nature of her magic, King Rhys called for her execution. Haizea escaped and took refuge in a small, destitute village at the base of the mountain. Here, she met another human by the name of Alastair—a nascent necromancer with unrealized potential. 

King Rhys placed a bounty on her head, and word quickly spread amongst the villagers. Violence and chaos ensued in their attempts to capture her. Roughly a hundred Souls were sent to my realm in the fight that ensued. The villagers laid waste to Alastair’s home and slayed his entire family—save his cousin, who was dragged away in the midst of mayhem. Intent on saving her, he and Haizea left the village behind in pursuit of her captor.

King Rhys also did not relent in his efforts. He hired mercenaries to drag Haizea back to his domain, but he also made contingencies in the case of their failure.

Back in Arcelia was Haizea’s grandfather, Harzel. He received a letter of warning from Haizea, delivered to him by a Soul. Though his blood magic was a mere fraction of its original might, Harzel left a trail of bodies in his wake as he prepared for a confrontation with King Rhys’s forces.

As King Rhys’s mercenaries closed in on Haizea and Alastair, an unlikely ally came to their aid—the realmdrifter, Kallistê, who spearheaded the attack against the kingdoms’ rulers. The duo slipped past the king’s clutches, but with each passing moment, his forces steadily closed the distance on Harzel.

They caught up to him at the base of the mountain range. Harzel put on an impressive display of strength, but the king’s forces were able to sever Harzel’s connection to the vitality and cut off his magic entirely with a plant the humans call ‘earth’s smoke’. He succumbed to its effects.

Though defenseless, Harzel was not alone.

In the same fashion that Haizea had warned her grandfather, she’d also sent a message to her old comrades, the Bruvian warriors. They’d descended the mountain to assist Harzel in his travels. While the king’s men focused their attention on him, the Bruvian warriors descended upon them. 

Two warriors struck down numerous men in the blink of an eye. The earth’s smoke still lurked on the backdrop—one of the king’s men used it to dampen their magic and used the opening to escape their assault with Harzel in tow. 

King Rhys showed Harzel no mercy. He tortured him, purposefully drawing out his death before sending him to my realm. 

Haizea learned of her grandfather’s death via a letter from King Rhys. With it was a basket that contained her grandfather’s severed head.

The realm will bear the scars of her wrath for generations. 

Haizea cut down the army of soldiers that stood between her and the king. She beckoned young Alastair to resurrect them with his magic, binding their Souls to their broken bodies and turning the king’s own army against him.

She found the royal family first–the queen, the prince, and the princess–hidden away in a bunker. Haizea struck down the queen but faltered at the sight of the king's children. Unable to kill them in cold blood, she spared them.

Her Soul wavers in that decision, even now. 

She continued onward, finally reaching the king in his castle. He’d laid a trap with the earth’s smoke to snuff out her connection to the vitality, but it made no difference–Haizea had prepared for such a scenario. Deprived of her magic, she defeated him with her fists.

Together, she and Alastair sent thousands of Souls to my realm in a single night.

A worthy offering. 

With the king defeated, they returned home to the mountains. But threats to their newfound peace still lurk in the backdrop. 

The young prince and princess set out to learn transmutation and exact their vengeance. And the islanders from across the ocean have steadily expanded their reach throughout the realm. 

                             I sense many more offerings are to come.  








  
  

Chapter 1


Human Realm, Mount Illiniza, Windhaven Village





Haizea’s boots sank into the blood-soaked snow. The soft crunch of her footsteps slowed as she came to a stop. She tilted her head back and inhaled deeply, giving into the instinct to savor the sight and smell. The vitality awakened within her—a jolt of desire ripped through her veins and manifested into an unrelenting thirst, demanding to be quenched. 

Haizea eagerly obeyed its call, though she concealed her zeal behind a level countenance. Even with the flames of her bloodlust furling within, she did not lose her sense of reason–her survival instincts spoke to her just as fervently. Danger lurked nearby. 

Harsh winds whipped her hair about, making dozens of her long braids fly in every direction, a handful of which clung to her deer skull mask and obstructed her vision. Haizea squinted, and her fingers brushed against the mask’s hard surface as she pushed her hair back. She stood motionless and surveyed the area, her ears straining to pick up sound.

The torches that lined either side of the snow-covered walkway served as her only indication of direction. The fires illuminated the puddle of blood that trailed off to her right. Dozens of paw shaped footprints patterned the snow. 

She narrowed her eyes at the sight and tugged at her coat. Beneath her furs was a holster that held her swords. She took a slow, cautious step as she followed the trail before pausing again to observe. When nothing stirred, she advanced and kept her eyes and ears on a swivel.

A dark shape, half obscured by a drift of snow, lay ten paces ahead.

At the end of the trail of blood lay a disemboweled body with its guts splayed across the ground. She halted in her tracks, her heart hammering against her ribs. Haizea took a deep breath to steel herself and crept forward. As a warrior, the duty of investigating fell to her.

This path experienced heavy traffic during the day as mountaineers traveled between villages. To find a dead body here, at the end of her patrol shift, alarmed her. She crouched down beside him to observe more closely.

A jagged, uneven gash splayed across his stomach and puncture wounds riddled his arms and neck. Between the nature of his injuries and the paw prints in the snow, an animal had most likely attacked him. If another villager hadn’t already seen him before her arrival, then someone who knew him would certainly report him missing in the coming days. To help with identification efforts, Haizea locked the man's features into her memory–a medium build, beige skin, and graying hair.

Her brows drew together. She wondered what type of life he’d lived and if it had been peaceful. She wondered if either of those things mattered, if in the end, he died so gruesomely. 

Despite her healing abilities, Haizea could not change the immutable fact of mortality. However, she could control the way death came. Death took many forms, and Haizea had the power to mold it. 

She could make it equal parts peaceful and horrifying. She could kill as an act of mercy or a method of torture. A good death held just as much importance as a good life–a fortune that this man had been denied.

Haizea blinked a few times to refocus on the task at hand. The dead body before her needed tending to.

The man's entrails painted the snow in ribbons of crimson—there was no way she could carry him back alone. She'd have to get the other warriors. She knelt beside his head, preparing to bid his Soul farewell as it traversed into the next realm, when his fingers twitched. Haizea froze. Then she lunged forward, pressing her palms against his face. Eyes closed, she reached for her healing magic. There—barely a whisper of life, but it was there. A thread-thin pulse beneath her fingertips.

She began weaving the fractured strands of his life force back together. A faint thrum plucked against her power as his heart fought to cling to life. Haizea sank deeper into the vitality, searching for the source of his bleeding, but wounds riddled every inch of his body. Blood oozed between her fingers and his pulse faded.

She swallowed thickly. Inhaled a deep, calming breath that helped her ignore the cold sweat breaking out across her forehead. Haizea honed in on a major blood vessel that had been ruptured and stitched it closed. She—

A roar erupted from behind her. Weight slammed into her back—claws and fangs tearing through fur and flesh. She hit the ground hard, writhing beneath the crushing mass of fur and muscle. 

Haizea turned just in time to see a multitude of wolves attacking her, jaws open wide. One wolf hovered near her face, its hot breath cutting through the freezing wind. Thick saliva dripped down its fangs and splattered onto her cheek. She brought her arm up to protect her face as the wolves bit down. Hundreds of pounds of pressure clamped down and fractured her bones in multiple places–her arm, her ankle, her shin. Haizea’s howl of agony echoed through the night.

Haizea used her free hand to reach for her sword on her hip. Her hand wrapped around the hilt, but with the animals attacking, she couldn't maneuver properly to unsheathe the long blade. Instead, her fingers fumbled toward her ankle, hoping to grab the knife sheathed there. Haizea managed to pull it out just as another wolf settled on top of her and tore a chunk of her sleeve away, sending tufts of her fur coat flying. 

Crisp air whipped against her exposed skin. Haizea knew that the next bite would tear away a piece of her arm. She wheezed, her chest unable to expand properly beneath the wolves’ weight, and she positioned the knife to stab one of the wild animals. She just needed a single break in their skin, a single drop of blood, and this would all be over in an instant.

To Haizea’s dismay, her positioning made it difficult to wield her blade properly, and she only managed to glide through the wolf’s dense fur. 

A wolf bit down on her arm and ripped out a sizable chunk of her flesh before clamping down again. This must have been how the man perished. Attacked without warning and–based on how his body had been torn apart–eaten alive. Her eyes landed on him. His body lay several feet away now. Blood pooled around him and glinted under the torches’ lights. 

Her magic twitched at the sight. 

No. She had to heal him. Had to get him back to his family.

Another wolf lunged for her, its dagger-like teeth sinking into the soft skin of her throat. Bubbles of blood streamed down her neck as she gasped for breath. 

Haizea met the man’s form once more. Still, his heartbeat pulsed against her magic. Rising bile twinged her tongue, and a pit formed in her stomach. She squeezed her eyes shut to avoid his unseeing gaze–so that she would not have to look what she intended to do in the face.

Forgive me, she thought.

In a fraction of a second, the tendrils of her magic seized the man’s life force. It rushed into Haizea’s body, and her world transformed. The white, snowy mountainside shifted to a shimmering crimson landscape. The wolf in front of her glimmered red with vitality. Her strength multiplied, powered by his life force.

Haizea’s movements blended as she intercepted another wolf before it could fully clamp down on her neck. She wrapped her free hand around its muzzle and squeezed with all her might. Not only did the bone shatter in her grasp, but the vitality within the animal also visibly fractured and dimmed. At the sound of the injured wolf's cries, the wolf gnawing on her other arm released her. Haizea winced as blood poured out of wounds left behind.

A brief stunned silence wafted between Haizea and the wolves as she rose to her feet. Then, they must have decided they were more enraged than afraid because the animals growled and howled as they circled around her, fangs bared, and muzzles twisted into a snarl. 

Haizea gritted her teeth against the sound and, relying on her amplified speed and strength, she blocked three wolves as they leaped at her–two sets of jaws snapping at her face, while another grazed her side. She kicked outward, and while the move would have sent a human being flying, the wolf only shifted a few feet. 

As Haizea shifted her weight into her fighting stance, her mind and body buzzed from the influx of the vitality. Her reddened eyes zeroed in on the wolf pack, and their positions switched–she became the hunter, the predator. Haizea leaned into that feeling–the thrill of her bloodlust and the fear her power instilled. 

Her form blurred as she closed the short distance between herself and the wild animals. She snapped one of their necks in two. The wolf dropped to the ground in a heap, lifeless. Haizea turned to the rest of the pack and let her magic flare, wild and unsuppressed–the only warning she was willing to give. The rest of the wolf pack heeded it–they tucked their tails and ran.

The sounds of Haizea’s belabored breathing filled the air. She stared at the dead wolf’s unmoving form, stunned by the suddenness of the attack. Haizea frowned as her bones shifted–not painfully, but not without discomfort either–and her magic worked to heal the fractures throughout her body. She wiped her face and felt the dampness of sweat beneath her furs. A distant, yet familiar giddiness warmed her from within–the oncoming high of using her blood magic.

Haizea took a few steps and stumbled before she managed to right herself. Her attention landed on where the man’s body had been, only to find a partial skeleton in his place–the force of her power had reduced most of his body to dust.

She froze where she stood, lips ajar and fingers trembling as her magic roiled beneath the surface. His life had meaning, yet she’d stripped it away and repurposed it toward her gain. She could have saved him. She was supposed to save him.

A ball formed in her throat, choking her. Haizea exhaled a shuddering breath.

“I’m s–” a hysterical laugh cut her apology short. 

Haizea’s voice, rich and full, twisted with maniacal glee. She did not fight against the high of her Cosmic magic. Alone, with no one else nearby to watch or listen, she let her power wrap around her like a warm blanket and sank into its embrace. A white tint skirted the edges of her reddened vision. The mountainous winds drowned out her laughter and whipped against her blood-soaked fur coat. Only when her chest began to hurt did Haizea work to control herself. 

She exhaled slowly to regain her composure. Her quivering hands removed her coat as she crouched down and bundled the remnants of the man’s skeleton within her furs. Despite her incredible strength, the pile of bones weighed heavy in her arms.


      [image: ]Haizea arrived at her leader’s doorstep, covered in blood and her clothes tattered. When the door swung open, Vendela’s brows rose high and her dark blue eyes darted over her towering form as she crossed the threshold. 

“What the hell happened to you?”

Haizea sighed.

“Wolf attack. They took down a man on the walkway. I found him partially eaten,” she unfolded her coat and revealed the contents.

“Partially? Then why is he a pile of bones?”

Haizea’s austere expression did not betray the way her gut twisted under Vendela’s scrutiny.

“You try fighting off an angry wolf pack, alone and without magic, and tell me how that goes for you.” Her words came out harsher than intended. 

“I tried to save him, but the pack took me by surprise. Held out as long as I could against them, but it all happened so fast. I felt their fangs crush my throat and…,” Haizea trailed off, shaking her head.

Vendela frowned as she looked down at the pile of bones, making the faint lines on her forehead and around her mouth more prominent–a rare moment when her age truly showed. With medium brown skin and her few strands of gray hair carefully tucked away beneath her dark brown tresses, Haizea often forgot that Vendela was in her early fifties–close to the same age her mother would have been if she were still alive. A few moments of silence passed before Vendela spoke again.

“Were you able to identify him beforehand?”

Haizea nodded and described what she could about the man. Vendela sat down heavily at the table.

“That’s a start, at least. I’ll get the word out later, see if anybody recognizes his description. Hopefully, we can find his family quickly.”

“It’s my fault they won’t have a body. I should be the one to do it.”

“Vendela shook her head.

“As the leader, it’s my job to do that. There will be plenty of time and opportunity for you to take on the hard tasks in the future. No need to rush into it now. Besides, if he really was half eaten, then I suppose you spared them the horror of having to identify him.”

Haizea cleared her throat to respond, but her own words would not form–the Cosmic high still furled in the background, and her irritation added another load that her already overwhelmed mind couldn’t parse through. She clamped her jaw shut and took a deep breath to conceal the lingering high as best as she could. 

A glint in the corner of Haizea’s eye caught her attention. Several boxes lay strewn about in Vendela’s home. Their metallic exterior led her to believe that they contained earth’s smoke–it was the only way to transport the anti-magical plant in large quantities safely.

Her throat tightened at the sight. If King Rhys had never gotten his hands on the plant, Grandfather Harzel might have survived the confrontation with his knights.

“Delivery from the warriors of Mount Haligus. I asked for a bit more since some of our younger warriors are nearing the age where they can craft their own weapons.” Vendela’s voice pulled Haizea from her thoughts, confirming her suspicions.

Earth’s smoke grew naturally in the southern volcanic mountains of the range. As a result, the northern non-volcanic mountains–Illiniza and Niaby–relied on them for supply.

“You should store that box outside.” Haizea pointed at one with a massive dent. “If the earth’s smoke starts sapping your vitality, you won’t feel it. They should know better than to travel with a damaged box.”

Vendela grunted and shifted in her seat.

“They had a run-in with some kingdom dwellers as they traveled between the mountains. Probably got damaged in the fight.”

Haizea’s brows drew together, further hardening her expression.

“Kingdom dwellers?” 

Vendela nodded.

“Every now and then, they need a not-so-gentle reminder about not encroaching on our lands. A few heads on stakes should deter them from trying it again anytime soon,” Vendela said. 

She paused, her expression sobering as she regarded Haizea. Vendela stood up and came back with a smaller box that had been mixed in with the rest.

“The Niabian warriors came through here the other night to get their supply as well, since it’s easier to meet them halfway. They said this is for Alastair.”

Haizea opened the box and inhaled sharply at the contents. 

“It’s still difficult to wrap my head around his own villagers killing his entire family. How has he been?” 

“Windhaven is an adjustment for him. It took him quite a while to acclimatize to the high altitude, but he's much better these days. We're taking everything else one day at a time.”

Vendela smiled softly.

“The vitality curses as much as it blesses. I’m happy to hear that the scales have tipped in your favor once again,” Vendela said.

“Please, send Alastair my best wishes. I'll never be able to fully understand what you two have been through, and I pray to Aaryn that I never do. But I’m glad that you two have each other. I know having something to lose makes it harder at times, but it's important to stay grounded. Especially for us warriors.” 

Haizea dipped her head in a slight nod, her eyes still glowing a brilliant red. She picked up the box and stood to leave. 

“Thank you, Vendela. I appreciate your kind words.”

Haizea closed the door, and the brisk winds enveloped her. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, inhaling the bloody aroma wafting off of her skin–the fact that most of it belonged to her didn't matter. The vitality pulsed within, low and steady like a drum. Each beat pushed the man’s grotesque demise to the back of her mind, and her inner doubts about whether or not she truly could have saved him from his injuries fell by the wayside. 

She could not reverse what she'd done to him. Best not to linger on it. 

Haizea hummed to herself as she continued onward with her walk home, the soft tune drowning out the quiet, nagging voice that told her otherwise.








  
  

Chapter 2


Human Realm, Mount Illiniza, Windhaven Village





Dawn had given way to a full sunrise by the time Haizea returned home. The front door gently clicked shut behind her, and she left her boots and swords by the door. She followed the sound of Alastair’s deep and even breathing to their bedroom. 

A thin ray of sunlight peeked through the curtains, showcasing his sleeping form. He lay on his side facing away from the door, but they had a mirror set up so that he could see who entered the room, no matter which direction he faced. 

Haizea crept over to her wardrobe and gathered fresh clothes so that she could wash the blood from her body before he woke up. When a cool breeze brushed against her skin and her magic responded to the sensation, she dipped her head in defeat. She looked up to see Alastair watching her through the mirror. He grunted as he rolled over and sat up properly. His shirt lifted and, before she could stop herself, Haizea’s eyes followed the trail of white hair that went down his lower abdomen.

Alastair pushed the curtains back to allow more of the morning light to come through. He turned back to her with a smile on his face, but as his gaze combed over her, it slowly faded. It took half a breath for him to close the distance between them. 

He held her arm in his hands, frowning as he ran his fingers over her shredded shirt sleeve. Haizea shuddered as her magic flared at his touch, but her discomfort mostly came from the tenderness within her arm–although her skin had mended itself and the bones wove themselves back together, they still had not fully set themselves yet. On the outside, she looked fine, but it would take more time for the internal aching to go away. 

Alastair’s hands roamed lower and grabbed her waist. He gripped her firmly, but his thumbs gently brushed against the claw marks on her shirt. Haizea tensed when he pushed her shirt up, and he ran his thumbs over her exposed skin, smooth and unbroken. His mouth tightened as he looked over her. His gaze honed in on the side of her neck before he examined her there too. When he let her go so that he could sign, her vitality calmed, but she quietly yearned for him to hold her again.

~This is your blood.~

Haizea sighed and then explained what happened on the walkway with the pack of wolves.

~I thought the warriors always traveled in twos? Where was Shauni?~

~We parted ways to head home after finishing our patrol. I'm fine, Alastair.~

His frown deepened. 

~I’m okay, I promise. I get a little bruised sometimes, but I always make it back in one piece.~

Alastair’s eyes flickered over her once again.

~Not always,~ he signed.

Haizea sobered, understanding that he referred to her fight with King Rhys, where she’d fallen from a few stories high. With the earth’s smoke suppressing her magic, it left her bones shattered and slow to heal, and she was still unable to walk. Keen to change the subject, she retrieved the box from the dresser and guided him to sit down on the bed.

~This is for you.~

Alastair grew still as he opened the box. Tears welled in his eyes, and his lips quivered faintly. He pulled out a portrait and held it up–the picture of Rey that had been in his old bedroom. The other portrait in the box had not fared as well. Half of it had burned in the fire, but the half that remained showed a picture of Alastair’s family. He was much younger, a teenager. His mother and father stood behind him, and a few of his siblings and cousins fit into the image before the rest had been burned away.

He pulled out a few more trinkets, most of which Haizea didn’t recognize, but with each one more tears spilled over. When he began to weep in earnest, Haizea stepped closer and wrapped her arms around him, holding him against her chest. A crippling guilt clenched deep within. 

She had wasted precious time by helping his village with her healing abilities. By allowing her compassion to blind her, Alastair’s family paid the ultimate price. 

He leaned heavier into her embrace, and Haizea hugged him a little tighter, stroking his hair until his tears finally calmed. When he leaned back to look up at her, his eyes caught on her shirt–shredded, blood-stained and now damp with tears. He peeled it off and the dried blood made the fabric tug against her skin. Her pants weren't quite as ragged, but still not in great condition. Alastair unzipped them and tugged downward on her waistband. The air hit her exposed legs. He got to his feet, and Haizea craned her neck to continue holding his gaze. He grabbed her hand and led her toward the bathroom, where he began filling the tub. Haizea nudged him. 

~Is this your way of telling me I smell bad?~

~You've had a long night on patrols. You deserve a relaxing bath.~

She narrowed her eyes at his all too innocent expression. 

~You know, I'd already be soaking by now if you hadn't interrupted me. You’d be none the wiser.~

~If you’re hurt, I want to know about it. Even if you’re healed,~ he paused, and his expression grew stern. ~Especially if you're healed.~

In response, Haizea slipped out of her underwear, effectively drawing his attention elsewhere. Satisfied, she stepped into the tub and the warm water caressed her bare skin. Alastair pulled a small step stool beside the tub. He dipped his finger into the water and drew circles along the surface, watching as she lathered her towel with soap and began washing her body.

Haizea winced as she reached down to scrub her legs and feet. It wasn’t an intense pain–just a small pinch of discomfort as her internal injuries continued to heal, but regardless, Alastair noticed. He pushed up his shirt sleeves, took the towel from her hands, and grasped one of her legs, slowly lifting it out of the water and scrubbing it for her. A pulse shot through her from his point of contact as her vitality rippled. Haizea leaned backward and focused on her breathing to keep the tides of her power at bay. Small pieces of the tub chipped away as her fingers gripped the sides—residual strength from using her blood magic earlier still remained. 

~Do you mind if we display them?~ he signed after he put her other leg back in the water. 

Haizea blinked and drew her brows together, still preoccupied by the lingering sensation of her magic responding to his. 

~The pictures,~ he added.

~Alastair. This is your home as much as it is mine. You don't have to ask.~

~I know, but the only portrait we have out is the one we took together a few weeks ago. I know you have more. I’m guessing there’s a reason you choose not to display them.~

She exhaled a deep, drawn-out breath. 

~That doesn’t mean we can’t put yours on the mantle. There should be some frames in the second bedroom,~ she signed.

He perked up visibly at that. As Haizea got out of the tub, he offered his hand to help her keep her balance. Once her feet touched the ground, he wrapped a large towel around her body.

Alastair pulled a container of moisturizer from the cabinet. Jolts of energy radiated through her as he applied it to her skin.

No longer skin and bone like when they’d first met, Alastair had filled out his frame over the last several months. He wasn’t muscular or plump, but he instead looked whole, with a distinct softness–like a once withered flower that now flourished in the sun. 

It took all of her willpower to pull away from him and get dressed. They went to her childhood bedroom, which served as more of a storage closet than anything else these days. She rummaged around for some old frames that looked like they would fit Alastair’s portraits. Behind her, Alastair huffed and the floor shook from his weight. She turned around to see him crossing his legs on the ground. 

A box holding most of her family’s portraits rested in front of Alastair. Haizea had only intended to get the frames for him, but by the looks of things, he had more in mind. 

~Is this your mother?~ Alastair asked.

He held up a picture of Haizea as a teenager. Beside her stood her mother. They displayed an identical glare, with the only notable difference between them being Haizea’s blonde coils compared to her mother’s dark tresses.

~Yes. Her name was Ilmare.~

Alastair looked between Haizea and the picture a few times.

~She was very beautiful. You look just like her.~

Haizea joined him on the ground and thanked him by leaning in and pressing her lips against his. Alastair cupped her face with his hands and showered her with more–her forehead, her eyebrows, both cheeks, and her lips once more. Her vitality tugged and pulled in response, her magic amplifying her physical desires. 

Alastair gifted her with a warm smile that showcased his dimples before pulling out the next portrait. This time, Grandfather Harzel and Haizea’s father, Hadyn, looked back at them. They were both much younger and livelier than Haizea’s recollection. Both of them smiled brightly and her father held a small bundle in his arms–Haizea as a baby.

Her eyes stung as she looked at that portrait in particular. Seeing her grandfather–young and rife with life–made her chest tighten. 

Tears blurred her vision. The portrait morphed into the image of his severed head placed in a box–sent to her doorstep like a gift, only to unwrap a nightmare. She bit her quivering lip and inhaled sharply, her nostrils flaring as she worked to quell the tide rising within.

She had felled an entire army in the wake of his death. But that feat felt worthless. Her power was supposed to protect the people she loved. That was her duty–her purpose. 

Grandfather Harzel died because of her inadequacies. He gave her every tool, taught her everything she knew about Cosmic magic, and she’d failed him when he needed her the most. Just like her father had her mother. She couldn’t repeat the same mistakes. 

Alastair’s moving arms caught her attention. 

~I see where you get your smile from,~ he signed and paused for a moment as he looked at the first picture again. ~I can also see why you don’t do it that often.~

Haizea hummed to herself in a desperate attempt to mask her grief with amusement. Alastair’s bright eyes searched hers, the baby blue overtaking the lavender. He caressed her cheek with the back of his finger. 

~We should put these up too.~

Haizea nodded and blinked a few times as she fought to maintain her composure.

~He didn’t blame you, Haizea. He loved you…he still does.~

For some reason, hearing that only made her feel worse. 

They set up the portraits on the mantle above the fireplace. A picture of the two of them sat in the center. Unlike the others, which were intricate drawings, a transmuting mage made theirs by creating a flash of fire to burn their images onto paper. They’d passed by the mage’s stand in the marketplace and Alastair had never seen anything like it before. Haizea couldn't bring herself to refuse. In the photo, Alastair beamed by her side with his arm wrapped around her waist and Haizea showcased her rare smile–genuine and unreserved in a way that made her expression match his warmth. 

Haizea suppressed a yawn as the night caught up to her. The bed called her name, but she didn’t want the moment to end.

~You’ve been up all night. You should get some rest,~ Alastair signed. 

~I’m alright.~

~How about this? You sit on the couch while I make breakfast and we can eat together once I’m done.~

He stared her down, but he couldn’t muster nearly the same ferocity she naturally emanated. Still, the fact that he even tried tickled her and the slight flicker of her lips betrayed her amusement. She acquiesced with a nod and Alastair slipped his arms around her from behind, his long locks of white hair twining with her honey blonde coils as he rested his chin on her shoulder. 

Haizea closed her eyes, swaying gently in his embrace. They stood together for a short while before he shifted. Sparks of energy radiated across her skin when he began planting gentle kisses along her shoulder. 

She shifted her head to meet his eyes–the flame’s reflection danced in them, rich orange against a soft periwinkle. A gentleness colored his countenance, yet a hint of darkness hid underneath. Her fingers traced over the back of his hand as he toyed with the hem of her shirt.

 He trailed more kisses up her neck and grazed her ear with his teeth. Heat from the fireplace hugged her bare skin as his hands slipped beneath her clothing, one roamed over the swell of her chest, while the other ventured between her legs.

A ragged sigh escaped her lips and her vision flickered red under his touch. She reached behind and tugged at his waistband and he quickly obliged her by stripping them away. They joined together, falling into a familiar rhythm while he continued pleasuring her with a well-practiced ease. She rolled her hips to match his movements, intensifying their pace. Alastair grunted behind her and tension coiled in her core before she shuddered in release. 

A red hue tinted Haizea’s vision. She blinked a few times in an attempt to reorient herself. She turned around to see Alastair’s cheeks had small red blotches on them–her magic had pulled on the threads of his vitality. Haizea concealed her healing by caressing his cheeks with her thumbs. 

They made their way over to the couch, where he draped a blanket over her. He waited until she rested her head against the couch’s cushion before heading toward the kitchen. In his absence, Haizea’s attention fell to the portraits. Their family etched their way into her dreams—all of them, gone before their time. 

Alastair’s face was the last thing she saw before sleep finally took her. A resolve steeled itself within. She would use her power to protect him from sharing their families’ fate. 




      [image: ]After a full day of rest, the lingering aches of Haizea’s encounter with the wolves had evaporated. Dozens of heartbeats thrummed against her magic as she approached the warriors’ training grounds. 

“Catch!” a voice shouted amidst the crowd.

Wads of fabric flew toward her and she narrowly caught them before they hit her in the face. Haizea’s eyes landed on Shauni, who stood several feet away. Her grin broadened as Haizea’s glare intensified.

“Hello to you too,” Haizea said.

“How about a bit of sparring to warm up?” Shauni said.

Haizea unrolled the fabric and her perception of the pulses around her began to fade. She slipped the bands around her wrists and ankles—each containing earth’s smoke within. To avoid the lethality of direct exposure, the plant did not touch their skin, but the close proximity still suppressed their magic. For the time being, Haizea no longer had access to her healing abilities and Shauni could not use her telekinesis either.

Shauni tossed her two wooden swords and they each slipped into their respective positions. The afternoon sun cast a circle of light between them.

Haizea went on the attack, leveling a series of strikes toward her companion. Shauni twisted her torso out of the path of the first blow, while using one blade to block another. Specks of wood drifted in the space between them.

A single step from Haizea put her out of Shauni’s range, allowing her to avoid any retaliation while still running her offense. She unleashed blow after blow, but years of training together had wisened Shauni to her tactics. Shauni dodged, her footsteps nimble as she narrowly avoided what would have been a chest impalement had their blades been real. Instead, the blade landed on her shoulder.

Shauni answered with an attack of her own–thrusting her entire body forward to diminish the spacing advantage that Haizea’s height gave her. Though Haizea staved off the worst of the attack with a quick shift in position, the wooden blade smacked against her thigh. She gritted her teeth but otherwise made no show of the pain radiation up her leg.

As Shauni recovered to her base stance, Haizea seized the opening. She gathered her strength and went for a lethal blow to the head. Recognition flickered on Shauni’s face at the last possible moment and their swords clashed together in a violent collision. Two of which exploded into a cloud of dust while the other two splintered and fractured. The duo looked at their damaged weapons respectively–Haizea with a level gaze and Shauni with an amused smirk. They dropped them to the ground in unison. 

A strong breeze blew between the two women, sending Haizea’s braids flying while Shauni’s short, tight curls didn’t budge. Despite the wicked grin creeping across Shauni’s face, her dark violet eyes hardened with focus. Haizea matched it with a cold glare of her own as she shifted into her fighting stance. They went on the attack. 

Haizea utilized her height advantage by throwing a bone shattering roundhouse at Shauni’s face. Shauni ducked below her outstretched leg while simultaneously side stepping, where Haizea’s back was wide open. When Shauni landed a powerful blow to Haizea’s kidney, it took all of her control not to cry out. Haizea shook it off, but unlike normal, her pain did not fade right away. 

The faster of the two, Shauni closed the distance with a barrage of punches and forced Haizea on the defense. Shauni threw a jab to her throat and Haizea used one arm to block and answered with a powerful upper cut of her own. Shauni tilted her head back, narrowly avoiding the blow that would have cracked a few teeth if it landed–nothing that Haizea couldn’t fix afterward.

Their movements blurred as they fell into a familiar flow. Bruises and welts formed on their arms and legs as they struck and blocked one another. Shauni parried a punch from Haizea and followed with an ambitious grab, clearly aiming to throw her companion. Haizea reversed the grab and Shauni landed roughly on the ground with her arm twisted against the grain–just enough to hurt but not enough to break the bone. 

Shauni did not give up so easily. She swept her legs across the ground and knocked Haizea off balance. When Haizea hit the dirt, Shauni erupted into boisterous laughter.

“What’s our score now?” she asked as she caught her breath.

“Shauni, you're the only one keeping track. If we're not even, then it shouldn’t be more than one or two matches difference,” Haizea said as she clambered to her feet. She held her hand out to Shauni.

“Well, in that case, I'm definitely one ahead,” Shauni winked, earning an eye roll from Haizea.

They each doffed their bracelets and returned them to the storage area where they kept weapons and other supplies. In their absence, Haizea’s healing magic rose to the surface. As her body mended itself, she laid her palms against Shauni’s skin, melting away her injuries. 

Flickering desire pulsed in tandem with Shauni’s heartbeat. Haizea’s vitality coiled, as the undercurrent of her Cosmic power tried to claw its way to the surface. Before she had realized it, her fingers had curled, prepared to break skin. 

Shauni breathed a sigh of relief before thanking her, drowning out the newfound roar in her ears. Haizea swallowed, quickly putting her hands by her side.

“Again, Jassia.”

They both turned at the sound of Vendela’s voice. A few yards away, she ran the younger warriors in training through sword-fighting drills. This particular group ranged from their early to late teens. For girls whose mothers were warriors, like Haizea and Shauni, they typically began training as soon as they could hold a sword. For those who didn’t have familial ties, their training started much later in their adolescent years. 

Jassia–the girl at the center of Vendela’s attention–was thirteen and she’d begun her training three years ago, around the same time Haizea left for Arcelia.

Jassia repeated her sword drill. Her sword wobbled as she gripped onto the hilts and approached her sparring partner, Covy. Covy tied her long black braids back, her dark brown eyes hardening and she slipped into her fighting stance. Jassia followed suit, but hesitated, her eyes darting to the crowd watching them.

“Come on now,” Vendela urged.

Jassia closed the distance and swung at Covy slowly. A translucent form weaved about as Covy’s astral projected Soul fortified her defenses. She aimed her next attack at Covy’s face, who blocked it with ease.

“We both know you're faster than this, Jassia,” Vendela waved Covy off. 

Jassia nodded tightly. Her chest heaved up and down and she picked up her pace. Her movements became more fluid, but they lacked the strength required to deal any injury. Jassia completed the first half of the drill before Vendela tested her defenses.

Vendela’s wooden sword slashed through the air, not violently, but not without power either. Jassia narrowly blocked it, her grip still unsteady. Vendela sped up and landed a few hits. The sound made even Haizea wince from where she stood. 

Frowning, Vendela sent Jassia to stand with the other girls. Covy whispered in her Jassia’s ear dusted off her shoulders.

“You all have a lot of work to do. Some more than others. Keep practicing your sword drills in your own time. Tomorrow we'll take a break from weapons work and will do strength and endurance training.”

 Some of the young warriors groaned, earning a sharp glare from Vendela. They quickly silenced themselves. Others nodded with a somber determination. 

Jassia wiped at her eyes a few times, clearly frustrated, but she otherwise maintained her composure. Haizea walked over to her. Jassia craned her neck to make eye contact, her irises glinting a vibrant copper in the sunlight. When the young girl stiffened under Haizea’s gaze, she made an effort to soften her expression.

“I just wanted to say I think you did fine in your drill. Your motions are perfect; you just need a little more power behind your blocks and strikes. I can tell that you know the techniques.”

Jassia sniffed and nodded.

“I’ve been practicing every chance I can. I just…,” she glanced at the crowd of other warriors. Haizea followed the movement and hummed in understanding. 

“Everyone’s packing up now. Do you want to try again? You can spar me.”

Jassia hesitated for a long stretch before nodding.

They grabbed a set of swords from the storage area and Haizea led her to a quieter area, at the edge of the training grounds. Haizea lifted her swords into her fighting stance and motioned for Jassia to attack.

Jassia started off timidly, her movements lacking power as they did with Vendela. Haizea nodded silently to encourage her. Jassia put more power into her next strike. Still not quite where she needed to be, but closer. By the time they traded places and Haizea put Jassia on the defense, the girl had a spark in her eye and blocked Haizea’s swings with ease. Once they completed the drill, Jassia surprised Haizea by continuing and they fell into a rhythm. 

“Have you learned how to disarm yet?” Haizea asked while blocking. Jassia nodded.

“Show me.”

Haizea held her swords more loosely so that Jassia could knock them out of her hands. One sword chatted to the ground a little too easily for what she wanted, so she made Jassia work a little harder for the second but gave in before the girl got frustrated. 

“You’ve got the foundations of an excellent swordswoman, Jassia. Keep working, and in due time, you’ll be ready for your mastery test.”

“You were sixteen when you passed yours, right?” Jassia asked as they walked back to the storage area.

“Yes,” Haizea answered, taking note of the way she brightened. “But most warriors take theirs as adults. Shauni was eighteen. Many of the others were in their early twenties. Everyone is ready at different times.”

Jassia opened her mouth like she wanted to speak, but decided against it. They packed away their supplies in silence before Jassia ran off, her loose curls bouncing with each step. Haizea stretched her arms across her chest, giving her joints a much-needed pop. 

“That went better than I expected. Guess she’s just got a bit of performance anxiety,” the sound of Shauni’s voice behind her almost made Haizea jump. Almost.

“I thought you left,” she said. “I think so too. Once she grows out of it, she’ll be fine.”

Shauni grinned and playfully bumped Haizea with her elbow. It stung, just a little. Haizea threw her bag over her shoulder and they walked along the snow-covered path to go home. 








  
  

Chapter 3


Human Realm, Mount Illiniza, Windhaven Village





Alastair rummaged through his dresser and pulled out a pair of pants. They hung a little loose on his hips than normal. He tightened his belt and, despite his full belly, passed over the well-worn loop where he usually latched it and went for one beside it. 

A frown curled his lips. He must have lost a few pounds–a worrisome realization since his current weight was not only the heaviest he’d ever been, but also the healthiest. 

He always had plenty to eat here in Windhaven, so there was only one other possible explanation for the weight loss that he could think of: magical wasting was inching its way back.

Wisps of magic crawled across his skin, unleashing a wave of exhaustion that crashed into him at the familiar sensation of someone, or more specifically something, looking over his shoulder. Prying open his mind. Peering into his thoughts. Although Alastair could not see it, he knew exactly what and who it was.

The Soul Reaper always kept careful watch over him. The entity’s presence served as a painful constant reminder that no matter what Alastair did, his magic would cause his demise. 

If he used his necromancy, which required him to pull power from the Soul Realm, then the Soul Reaper would chip away at his Soul as a form of repayment. This corruption would not only kill him but would strip him of his Soul entirely. It meant that he could not continue on in the Soul Realm after death. He would never reunite with his family again.

If he avoided his Cosmic magic altogether, then magical wasting would destroy his body. He had not used his necromancy in nearly a year, not since he helped Haizea defeat King Rhys and his army. 

As a medium, he spent his entire life intimately connected with death. Having that connection be severed as a direct result of using his magic went against his very nature. Magical wasting meant an unpleasant death, but at least Alastair could find comfort in spending eternity with his family. 

If only it were that simple. Alastair still had one last tether to the Human Realm. 

Haizea never asked if he practiced his necromancy, but if Alastair could see the nascent signs of magical wasting now, then certainly she would soon notice it as well. He had yet to muster up the courage to tell her the gravity of his magic. She thought Alastair’s choice was between living and dying–between magical wasting and embracing his Cosmic power. In reality, his choice was which early death he preferred.

He knew that he needed to tell her. And he would, eventually. But the prospect of doing so—of impaling yet another dagger into her fractured heart—twisted his stomach into knots. They had a quiet, peaceful life here in Windhaven, and once he revealed the truth about his power, it would quickly come crumbling down. He wanted to hold onto that for as long as he could.

Alastair’s focus shifted back to the present. He tugged on his coat and finished off the cup of warm cider he’d had with his breakfast. A bowl rested beside the door, holding coins Haizea set aside for him so that he could buy anything he needed. He had a few hours before she would return from her warrior’s duties. The crisp mountain air greeted Alastair as he ventured outside. 

It had taken a while to get accustomed to Windhaven’s vastness compared to Goldenleaf. Massive, sturdy-looking log cabins made up the residential areas of the village. Well-maintained roads provided pathways to travel throughout the village. A pack of dogs leashed to a sled raced past him, with a person standing on the back and holding onto a handle. Their mouth moved and the dogs made a sharp turn to the right. 

Alastair trailed behind, heading toward the village’s exit. Unlike his time in Llyr, steam-powered vehicles did not fill the roads here in the mountains. Instead, ropeways with cable cars hung dozens of feet into the air to transport the villagers. Telekinetic mages stood stationed at the various pylons and used their magic to power the pulley system. 

To Alastair’s surprise, villagers could ride them free of charge. Haizea had explained that everyone paid a tribute from part of their earnings to maintain the cars’ upkeep and provide a salary for the mages that operated them. Alastair nodded at one of said mages as he climbed inside. The conductors waited while more people loaded on and then the cars began to move. 

About fifteen minutes later, he arrived in a neighboring village called Mistpoint. Many families here worked as butchers, so their food market offered more variety. Alastair had every intention of stopping by the market—he usually prepared supper while Haizea was out—but a cool breeze against his skin nudged him in a different direction. He followed the tug of his magic, his footsteps wandering aimlessly until he finally saw what it led him to.

A massive building was embedded in the rocky mountainside. The structure towered dozens of stories high, reaching toward the skies. People wearing long robes meandered up and down the expansive steps, many of them walking, others floating and some of them flying. Jaw falling slack, Alastair took a step closer. The vitality curled tighter around him as he did so.

Alastair paused, curious about the building, but uncertain. A Soul settled on his shoulder and words echoed within:

Keep going.

He continued onward. With each step he took, the magical pressure sharpened. Alastair burned hot in his coat, and yet he shivered at the same time. He started up the steps and nearly walked into a woman standing there–he’d been so preoccupied with the building up above and the way his magic reacted, he hadn’t noticed her. 

She pushed her hood back, revealing a bald head and topaz eyes. She looked older than him, probably in her late thirties or early forties. 

~It’s a pleasure to meet you, Alastair,~ she signed.

Alastair furrowed his brows.

~How do you…? Do I know you?~

The woman smiled and tapped her forehead with her finger.

~No. You told me.~

A light pain pinched inside of Alastair’s head and memories rose to the surface. The day he met Haizea. Bickering with Alina. A rare, hearty meal with the rest of his family. His desperate attempt to resurrect Rey.

~You’re a seer?~ Alastair asked. The woman nodded.

~My name is Diora. I keep an eye out for any wanderers who arrive at the monastery looking for help.~

Alastair gained a sense of understanding when she mentioned that this was a monastery. Mountaineers came here to worship. Which meant that the robed woman in front of him was a monk. Alastair did not follow the practice of worshiping the Demons, and neither did Haizea, so he never had any reason to come this way before.

~I don’t need help though. I’m just…a Soul guided me here.~

Diora’s smile softened.

~Precisely. All of the Soul Reaper’s children make their way here eventually.~

 He wrung his fingers and shifted his weight. He’d never heard of anyone paying obeisance to the Soul Reaper—only the Demons—but Alastair understood very little about the entity.

~What do you mean by the Soul Reaper’s ‘children’?~ he asked.

~That’s a question best answered by another medium,~ she frowned as she considered him. ~Actually, in your case, another necromancer. Though I must admit you’re quite young to be one.~

Diora waved at him to follow. Alastair ascended the steps and mirrored her grimace with one of his own. Young to be a necromancer? Haizea had taken up blood magic at the age of eighteen and Alastair was around nineteen or twenty when he first used his necromancy, although it was by accident. That aside, it didn’t seem out of the ordinary. 

He looked at Diora, knowing she’d heard his thoughts and hoping she would explain further, but she kept walking. The closer they got to the monastery, the tighter vitality constricted around him. Once they crossed the threshold and entered the temple, a towering statue of Aaryn peered down at them. She looked exactly as Alastair remembered—vibrant golden skin and hair and wings as white as snow. 

Alastair moved to wipe a bead of sweat from his forehead and the air itself seemed to ripple from the movement. He stopped short. Another wave cascaded through the atmosphere and a shiver ran down his spine as it tugged against his magic.

A cluster of parishioners passed by, the atmosphere around them shimmering. One of them slowly levitated from the ground and the distortion intensified, sending another surge through his vitality.

Diora tapped his shoulder to get his attention.

~Hundreds of parishioners visit the monastery every day. The vitality is more concentrated here due to the high usage of magic.~

She motioned for Alastair to wait and darted off before returning with another monk in tow. As they approached, Diora’s mouth moved rapidly and the man nodded, occasionally glancing at Alastair. He was also bald like Diora, but looked older than her, probably in his late fifties or early sixties, with faint wrinkles adorning his eyes and face.

~Alastair, this is Pamin. He’ll be your guide,~ she said, and departed just as swiftly as she had appeared.

~Diora tells me you have many questions,~ Pamin signed.

Alastair hesitated, uncertain of where to begin. ~Diora said that I’m young. I’m not sure what she meant by that.~

~How old are you, son?~ Pamin asked.

~I’m twenty-five. Almost twenty-six.~

Pamin pursed his lips.

~Most mediums do not touch the Cosmic Arts until they are well into adulthood. The earliest being in their thirties, but many choose to wait until their forties or even fifties. Necromancy cuts the life short, so it gives us a chance to spend more time in this realm before traversing to the next,~ Pamin’s frown deepened. ~That’s something you should have learned in mage school.~

~I grew up at the base of Mount Niaby. Too far to attend mage school.~

Pamin’s chest heaved up and down in what looked like a sigh.

~Tell me more about how you came to use necromancy for the first time.~

Alastair told him about Rey and how he’d tried to bring him back to life and instead found himself trapped in the Soul Realm, with the Soul Reaper. Pamin perked up, his brows arching higher.

~Very few necromancers are blessed with a visit from the Soul Reaper while still in the Human Realm. You must have his favor,~ he signed.

When Alastair stiffened, another cool breeze brushed over him. Pamin must have read his Soul once more. 

~Tell me, what are your encounters with the Soul Reaper like?~ Pamin continued.

Alastair swallowed heavily. He wrung his hands together before continuing.

~The first time I saw him, he didn’t say anything to me. He just watched. The second time, he explained to me what happens to my Soul when I use Cosmic magic. Another time, Aaryn pulled me into the Soul Realm and the Soul Reaper…I’m not sure what she wanted, but the Soul Reaper stood between us.~

A smile crinkled the corners of Pamin’s eyes.

~He protected you,~ he signed.

Alastair’s gut twisted and he scowled as irritation flared within.

~How can he possibly be protecting me when he’s corrupting my Soul?~

~It’s true that necromancy comes at a hefty price, but that is the case for all Cosmic magic. The Cosmic Art takes what’s precious to us and corrupts it, but that isn’t exclusive to necromancers. Take blood magic, for example. All blood mages originate as healers. They’re trained to restore life, but their Cosmic magic forces them to extinguish it. Mediums are intrinsically tied to the Souls around us, but as necromancers, our power ultimately untethers our Souls if we allow it to so.~ Pamin said.

Alastair studied him, his brows drawing together.

~What do you mean by ‘allow’?~

~I think we should start with something simpler. Smaller. In order for you to understand the complexities of necromancy, you need to have a strong foundation as a medium. Your meetings with the Soul Reaper were beyond your control, correct?~ Pamin said.

Alastair nodded.

~The most gifted mediums can read the Souls of beings far across the realms. With practice and proper training, you’ll be able to hear whispers of the Beasts and the roar of the Titans. You can even call upon the Soul Reaper at will. This is all without even touching your necromancing abilities. We can focus on that later,~ he paused, considering Alastair. ~Full mastery also means having the ability to block it all out in total silence.~

Silence. That resonated with Alastair.

~Is that something you’d be willing to teach me?~ he asked.

~Of course. It’s what we monks are here for. Besides, you were sent here as an act of divinity. The Soul Reaper may very well call me home if I refused,~ Pamin signed.

Alastair tilted his head and idly wondered if Pamin was mad, but the prospect of homing in on his control and maybe, just maybe getting rid of the ominous feeling of being constantly watched was enough to make him overlook it. 
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