
  
  
      
        
          Champion of the Dead

          Guardians of Gaia book 2

		      
          J. Pagaduan

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  
Copyright © 2025 by J. Pagaduan 

All rights reserved.

No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.







  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Dedication
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Content Notes
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Glossary
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter 1: Phaedra
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter 2: Eldren
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter 3: Phaedra
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter 4: Eldren
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter 5: Phaedra
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter 6: Eldren
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter 7: Phaedra
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter 8: Eldren
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter 9: Phaedra
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter 10: Eldren
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter 11: Phaedra
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter 12: Eldren
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter 13: Phaedra
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter 14: Eldren
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter 15: Phaedra
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter 16: Eldren
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter 17: Phaedra
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter 18: Eldren
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter 19: Phaedra
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter 20: Eldren
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter 21: Phaedra
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter 22: Eldren
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Chapter 23: Phaedra
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Chapter 24: Eldren
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Chapter 25: Eldren
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Chapter 26: Eldren
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        Chapter 27: Phaedra
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Chapter 28: Eldren
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        Chapter 29: Phaedra
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        Chapter 30: Eldren
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        Chapter 31: Phaedra
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        Chapter 32: Eldren
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34.
        
        Chapter 33: Phaedra
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        35.
        
        Chapter 34: Eldren
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        36.
        
        Chapter 35: Phaedra
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        37.
        
        Chapter 36: Eldren
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        38.
        
        Chapter 37: Phaedra
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        39.
        
        Chapter 38: Eldren
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        40.
        
        Chapter 39: Phaedra
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        41.
        
        Chapter 40: Eldren
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        42.
        
        Chapter 41: Phaedra
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also by
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the author
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Content Notes



This book contains depictions of things some readers might find troubling. There are details of alcoholism, abuse, trauma, torture, death, murder, and various forms of manipulation and control. 







  
  
Glossary




Pandesal: roll sometimes stuffed with cheese, ube, or other things 

Cascarone: fried dough balls made with glutinous rice flour, shredded coconut, and rolled in a caramel sauce

Longanisa: small Filipino sausages

Pancit canton: a type of lo mein that uses thick noodles called flour sticks and whatever protein and vegetable you have on hand, often topped with a mix of soy sauce and calamansi juice

Taho: dessert made with silken tofu, sago pearls, and a sugar based sauce

Kare kare: stew with a peanut butter sauce

Kalderata: beef stew with a tomato base

Discutio: shatter

Torre: wither

Impede: falter








  
  
Chapter 1: Phaedra




The sky was turning a particular shade of purple in the east when Phaedra had her fill of the revelry. “Why don’t we go back?” she suggested to the inebriated Torin, who just nodded. She helped him to his feet, swaying. Phaedra got one of his arms over her shoulders and looped one arm around his waist and they trudged back to where the `ships were taking people and things away to be sorted and repurposed if possible. “You heading back?” she asked Simone, steadying Torin. 

“Sure am!” Simone said. “Ready to go?” She gave Torin a sympathetic smile and helped them board the `ship, where she found an out-of-the-way spot to stash the two of them. “We’ll be back in no time,” Simone said. “Just hang tight.”

Phaedra nodded and settled next to Torin. She was glad they didn’t have far to go as the `ship took off into the air. She was tired. Not physically, but soul tired. And she knew without prying that Torin was too. She looked at him next to her as she considered that. He slumped against her, and she could see his glasses were askew, and wished she had an arm free to straighten them. Instead, she settled him next to her instead of somewhere away from her; most anyone else she wouldn’t have been so close to, but he had fewer people to rely on than she did. And he wasn’t bothering her anyway. They had been through too much together for the proximity to get under her skin. 

Temple came into sight in minutes, the tall bell tower a stark outline against the dawning sky. The docking went smoothly, and Simone came over to help get Torin to his feet. “You got him?” she asked, as Phaedra wrapped her arm around his waist to steady him. 

“Yeah. It’s not a problem,” Phaedra said as she held onto him. I didn’t know he could get this drunk. 

“I know it wasn’t easy. But I’m glad you two were there. You both helped give us that chance to win.”

Phaedra smiled, though even she was exhausted. “Thanks. I’d say it was nothing, but, well . . .” she trailed off, looking at Torin, and Simone smiled. 

“It wasn’t easy what you did, but I’m glad you pulled through.”

Phaedra thanked her again and helped Torin down the gangplank and into the streets behind Temple. Temple’s walls sat in the middle of the city, and most people used the front gate, but Phaedra didn’t go there. Instead, she headed to one of the staff entrances used mostly by priests. There were fewer people to navigate him through that way, which Phaedra was thankful for. She could hear the city roaring with celebration still and was grateful they had come back early in the morning. She could only imagine the chaos that would have met them if they had come back right away. As it was, the celebration they had endured had overwhelmed him, causing Phaedra to pull him some distance away where they could sit relatively unbothered. 

Phaedra got Torin into Temple and took him to his room, just next to hers. She got the door open, thankful he hadn’t locked it, and laid him down on the bed. She took his glasses off and put them on the table next to Torin and turned to leave to let him sleep off the alcohol. 

Torin’s hand shot out and grabbed Phaedra’s wrist as she went to step away. “Don’t leave me,” he slurred. “I don’t want to be alone.”

Phaedra sat down on the edge of the bed next to him, contemplating. They had been through too much together for her to doubt where his loyalties lie. “I won’t go anywhere.” She settled down next to him as he rolled over to the far end of the bed, feeling awkward. People were still celebrating in the streets, or passed out from too much indulgence, and she felt that should be them too. But looking at his slim back as he settled onto his side facing away from her, she didn’t really want to any more than he did. Everyone had lost something, but her and Torin had sacrificed so much more. It made her feel hollow, empty, that she was one of the lucky ones that survived. It didn’t feel right or just, or worth celebrating. It was as if a part of her had died when they killed Aurelius and Cristiano, though that wasn’t quite it either. More like they should have died too. 

Phaedra reclined on the bed and closed her eyes, though she didn’t fall asleep so much as drift along. Snatches of dreams that were more memory than anything else floated by her, but not close enough to trouble her. A lifetime of being on guard meant that she could rest without falling too deep asleep. 

A sound made her open her eyes and she sat up. She rolled to her back and sat up to see Torin hunched over the table, hands shaking as he gripped his flask. He looked at her with glassy eyes and swallowed. “Morning.” 

Phaedra looked at the slant of the sun through the window and said, “Afternoon.” 

“I should have slept more, but I couldn’t.” He scratched his chin, fingers rasping against his five o’clock shadow. His pale blue eyes were bloodshot, with dark circles underneath like he hadn’t slept in days. “I was too tired, if that makes any sense.” 

“It does,” she said. “When I was a teenager, I had a problem with staying up too late and waking up too early. I didn’t want to go to bed and relive the past, so I’d stay up reading and then get too tired to sleep. Or I’d sneak out to go practice magic. Waking up prevented reliving the past as well, so I tried to sleep as little as possible.” Her eyes were wistful as she thought. “I’d complain to Abraham constantly about how tired I was, but he’d just tell me that’s what I got for staying up instead of sleeping.” 

He looked down at the table. “How did you deal?” 

“The further away from everything I got, the easier it got. Haven had a Temple, so coming here was familiar in ways I needed back then. Found out later that’s why they build the way they do.” She smiled, the expression bittersweet. “But it helped to have that anchor, that fixed point where everything else might be sideways but at least this is unchanged. That helped too.” 

“I’ve never known peace,” Torin said. “My parents died when I was so young, I don’t remember them, so I lived in an orphanage until Cristiano picked me up.”  

“Why did he adopt you?” 

Torin shrugged. “I guess I was brilliant in a way that caught his eye. He never did specify what it was, though.”  

A knock sounded at the door and Torin jumped, closing his eyes as the color drained from his face. Phaedra got up to answer it, her own heart thumping, and saw it was Eldren and Merethyl. 

Eldren smiled. “Can we come in?” 

“I don’t see why not,” Phaedra said as she backed up and let them in while Torin slouched at the table, head on his arms.  

“Figured you two would be hiding in here,” Eldren said, sitting on the edge of the bed next to Merethyl. 

“We had our fill by this morning.” Phaedra looked over at Torin slouched onto the table.  

“I’m surprised it took that long.” Merethyl was as quiet and composed as ever, looking at Torin. “I didn’t expect either of you to stay out as late as you did.”  

Phaedra patted Torin on the back as she went back to her spot across from him at the table. “I didn’t feel like coming back right away. Figured it would be chaos. Speaking of coming back, I haven’t talked to Orso yet.” 

“We have,” Eldren said. “We are officially on break. We’re getting zero assignments for the foreseeable future.” 

Phaedra looked at Torin as he groaned and put the flask down. “I know I could use it.” 

“Orso figured we all did.” Eldren looked sympathetic. “It’s going to be boring for a while though.” 

“I’m okay with boring for once,” Phaedra said. 

“I hope I never do anything exciting again,” Torin said, finally sitting back up. He removed his glasses and scrubbed his face, sighing.  

“That’s the dream, right?” Phaedra quipped, resisting the urge to reach out and grasp his hands. She didn’t really know what to say to him, or if there was anything she could say at all. She just knew she didn’t want to leave his side.  

“We’ll bring some food up,” Eldren said. “Figure we could hold our own celebration. Temple pulled out all the stops. It’s like Festival Season out there right now.”

“No, it’s okay. I have to talk to Orso. Or Abraham,” Torin said. “I can grab something then. I have to relinquish my duties.” 

“That can wait,” Eldren said. “Take the time off. Relax. Know that everything will be different but it will also be better.” 

Torin harrumphed but said nothing, replacing his glasses instead. Even bloodshot they were the pale blue of a winter morning. “Are you sure?” 

“Plenty sure,” Eldren said. “Hold on for a bit.” Eldren stood and left, Merethyl closing the door behind them.  








  
  
Chapter 2: Eldren




“Let’s not go by the faire first,” Eldren said. 

“Why?”

“I want to go check on something.” He headed to Orso’s office, but Orso wasn’t there. Abraham was gone as well. Eldren frowned. His question could wait, but he didn’t want to. Though maybe Orso and Abraham were the wrong people to ask.  He pivoted away from Abraham’s office and started heading toward the underground entrance that Merethyl had led him to once upon a time. 

“Where are we going?”

“I want to check on the angels. See if any of them made it back.” Eldren didn’t want to be fully honest, but he was looking for a different assignment for a while. He didn’t want to be assigned away from Phae, but his soul needed a break. 

“Can’t it wait?”

He looked at her. “Probably. But I don’t know when I’ll get a chance, especially not this soon.”

They went down into the caverns and there were the angels. Eldren held his breath as he looked up at them. He was surprised they survived well enough to make it back. One was missing a leg, another a limb. One had both wings broken off, and the last one was missing its head. They were scuffed and scratched and scorched, but they had all made it back. 

“They really did a great job helping us, from what I hear,” Merethyl said. “Everything helped, but the Empress Goddess was an amazing engineer to not only have designed them, but for them to withstand the ages as well as they did.”

Something about that made him think of Phae, and guilt washed over him as he thought about how bad off his oldest, dearest friend must be.  She paid the highest price out of everyone. 

“It’s okay to need time to reorient.” Merethyl put one hand on his shoulder, startling him. “Not everyone feels victorious. Plenty of battle-weary soldiers just feel exhausted and unable to continue on the same path. If you need a change of pace, I understand. And Phaedra will too.”

“You think so?”

“It’s a fool who would refuse to understand. And Phaedra isn’t a fool.”

Eldren said nothing, instead walking around the angels as he looked up at them, and wondered if they would try to mass produce them. The angels would only be good really in times of war, but war was never far away. And the fight wasn’t over. He was sure that this wasn’t going to be the end of Aurelius’s men, and the angels could help. 

On the opposite side of the cavern he saw a team of engineers gathered and recognized one of the senior engineers that he’d worked with on the prophecy machine. Eldren jogged over to find out what they were doing. “You guys going to do anything with them now that the fight is over?”

“They’re talking about taking them apart and finding out how they were made, if we can make more,” the man in charge said, pausing to address Eldren’s question.

Eldren gazed up at the angels for a moment, vindicated. “Put together a team yet?”

The senior engineer, Rian, laughed. “Why? Want a spot?”

“I’d definitely like to know more about them.”

The man worked his jaw. “I can talk to Orso. Maybe get you a brief reassignment. Figure you and Phaedra aren’t going to want to go anywhere. And we’d love to have you.”

“Thanks, man.” Eldren reluctantly walked back toward Temple proper, Merethyl walking next to him. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to work on the angels, he just needed something to take his mind off Aurelius and Phae. He was glad Aurelius was dead and Phae was free, but he needed a rest. There’d been no time to process Sanctuary’s fall until then, and he felt like he’d aged a few centuries in those six months. 

“Do you want to talk to Orso again before going to the faire?” Merethyl was cool and unflappable as always, a reliable anchor away from his gloomy thoughts. 

Eldren shook his head. “No. I have thinking to do.”

“That’s understandable. Just make sure you don’t start ruminating.”

Eldren looked at her and she smiled, an expression that put him at ease. “Let’s head to the faire.”


      ***Eldren and Merethyl walked to the front of Temple where the faires were always held. There was a huge green lawn flanked with plants carefully cultivated by Temple. 

The smell of cooking food filled the air, along with the shrieks of celebration. He hadn’t been joking when he told Phae that Temple pulled out all the stops. It was like the Midsummer Festival had grown up. 

They passed performers putting on plays, and clowns doing magic tricks for coins, and the booths where you could play carnival games until they came to the food stalls. Eldren had never seen such variety. Grilled fruit and meats on sticks, fresh pandesal stuffed with various cheeses and jams, bowls of pancit canton were an order away, and cascarone, the fried dough on sticks rolled in sticky sweet caramel sauce greeted him as he looked around. “Let’s take our time,” Eldren said. 

“Without Phaedra?” 

“We can come back with Phae. But we’re here now. I want to check it out.” Eldren purposefully passed up the popcorn cart next to the sideshow, and they watched the performers for a while before moving on to the animals in cages. This year they had a liger, in a specially built enclosure made to house the much larger animal. “Temple really pulled out all the stops,” he commented as they watched the liger pace in the cage. 

“Can you blame them?” Merethyl asked. “It’s not every day Terra rallies to save the world.”

Eldren’s mood tanked. “It’s not over.”

“Of course not. He had strongholds in most of the countries in Terra. But still, without him directing anything, it will be much easier.”

Eldren hoped that he wouldn’t get assigned to another warzone any time soon. The wild thought of defecting should Orso send them to another battlefield rose in him. Maybe I can flee to Tal’Arrashnar. “May I never have to fight again.”

“That’s a sentiment I can echo.” Merethyl patted him on the shoulder. “Let’s get food. Little bit of everything?”

“Sounds good to me,” Eldren said, stomach rumbling. 

The first stop was to the barbecue stand, where they ordered sticks of marinated meat that were grilled to order, and threw in some grilled fruit from the next stand. 

As they moved from to stall to stall the bag filled up, and Eldren paused at the pulled candy stand. He almost walked by, but for old times’ sake he picked up some for himself, as well as for Phae. 

“Ready?” Merethyl asked. Eldren nodded, and they headed back toward the resident quarters. 








  
  
Chapter 3: Phaedra




“Ican’t believe we did it,” Torin said, gripping the flask, his knuckles white. He had been silent so long Phaedra was worried, but figured he needed the space to sort things out. 

“It seems so surreal,” Phaedra agreed. 

“It’s not over.” 

“We can worry about the rest later.” She reached out and took one of his hands, gently squeezing as she smiled. He looked at her, surprised, then squeezed back. “You won’t have to go this alone.” 

“Thanks.” He smiled at her. It was tired and it looked like an expression he wasn’t used to using, and it meant everything to Phaedra. As exhausted as he looked, that small expression brought a light to his face that she never wanted him to lose.  

Phaedra sat there in silence with Torin but felt no need to fill it. They had spent so much time together in the last six or so months, she didn’t feel a need to fill it with endless chatter. Instead, she was happy to just exist with him. 

Eldren and Merethyl came back with as much as they could carry, packed neatly into a bag. Sticks of barbequed meat and fruit, bowls of pancit canton packed neatly into serving size containers, pandesal filled with sweetened cheese and with cascarone on sticks. Phaedra’s mouth watered and she could only recall one time she had ever been so hungry in her life.  

“That actually smells good,” Torin said as they divided up the food.  

“Told you,” Eldren said, laughing.  

Torin looked sheepish but pleased, and Phaedra enjoyed the way it brightened his face. For all they had worked tirelessly next to each for the last six months she had maybe once really seen him smile, and she enjoyed the difference it made. That small expression smoothed out the rough edges of his persona and modeled who he would have been had he fared better in life, and a protective spark flared in Phaedra’s heart. He’s just like Eldren. Eldren looked so defeated back then too.   

The four ate in silence, Phaedra enjoying the unexpected return of Festival favorites. Something about the pandesal stuffed with cheese especially was different during Festival Season. And apparently whatever they did different also applied to saving the world. 

“Are you staying?” Eldren asked finally as he finished the last of his food.   

Torin hesitated and grabbed the flask but didn’t open it. “I haven’t thought about it. There was so much to do, I didn’t dare think of what would come after. I wasn’t expecting to make it this far.” 

“You should,” Merethyl said. “I’m sticking around too, see what I can help with. I think Terra needs us a lot more than Tal’Arrashnar does.” 

“Stay,” Phaedra chimed in. Torin looked at her, surprised, and she laughed. “What? You’re not getting rid of me that easy.” 

“I’ll do it.” Torin put the flask down. “I’ll stay. Help all of you.” He looked somber. “Maybe I can fix some of what I helped break.” 

“I mean, what choice did you have?” Eldren started picking up the trash as he spoke. “Also, I think anyone that knows you is going to realize you didn’t have a choice.” 

Phaedra watched Torin’s face flow through emotions, eventually settling on something more determined. “Yeah. I can still try to fix things though.” 

Eldren stood and clapped him on the shoulder. “Welcome to the team,” he said. “I’m going to see what I can help with. You two stay here. Gods know you earned the rest.”

Merethyl stood as well. “We’ll check in later.” She smiled at them and followed Eldren out.  

“Like I said,” Phaedra said as the door closed behind their friends, “I’m not letting you go after everything we’ve been through together. And I’m no less guilty either.” Phaedra picked up the flask and took a sip, noticing it burned less as she handed it back. 

Torin took the flask, though he didn’t drink. “You weren’t at it as long.” 

“No, but I still played my part. And it would be pretty shitty of me to think I’m in the clear, but you have to go.” 

His face softened, and that small, tired smile came back. “Thank you.”


      ***Phaedra sat next to Torin on the bed as he slept. The flask was empty, but she didn’t get up to refill it. She couldn’t bear the thought of leaving him alone. He was on the opposite side on the bed, curled up slightly, and a protective feeling settled over her shoulders as she watched him breathe. 

A knock at the door startled her and she got up to see Eldren, who pushed a flask into her hands. “Figured he could use it.”

Phaedra pulled the door shut behind her and stood in the hallway with Eldren, the fast-approaching dusk painting everything in shades of gray. It wasn’t quite dark enough for the electricity to come on, a harsh artificial light compared to the softer gaslights that most everywhere else used. “Thanks.”

“He did a lot to help us out. I hope Temple knows what an asset they have in him.”

Phaedra looked over her shoulder at the closed door. “I hope so too.”

“He sticking around? I know he said yes but you know him better than I do.”

Phaedra looked at Eldren, at his neutral expression, and shrugged. “I hope so.” Phaedra’s heart ached at the thought of him going. I hope he doesn’t leave.

“He'd do great in Temple.” 

“He would.”

Eldren looked at Phaedra until she looked away. “He seems like a stand-up guy.” Eldren lightly punched her shoulder, the familiarity of it causing Phaedra to tear up. “I’m glad both of you survived,” Eldren said before wandering off. 

Her room was next door to his. Her bed, with her meager belongings, just inside. But it didn’t feel right to sleep in there. It was as if Phaedra was abandoning him. She couldn’t leave him like this. She couldn’t fix it, but she didn’t have to leave him to his own devices either. 

Making up her mind, Phaedra went into the room and shut the door. Putting the flask on the table, she reclined next to him and closed her eyes.

Phaedra missed her old dreams sometimes. She wished she knew why they were so different now. Torin never explained, though he probably didn’t know why either. Her dreams before weren’t memory so much as emotions, barring the one with her parents. Now though, it was like moving pictures of things she had forgotten. Memories of growing up with Demeter, of learning magic, even things that she had gone through with Torin were what she saw when she was asleep now. 

Phaedra dealt with it by drifting. Instead of replaying memories she drifted through a sea of half-remembered things while she kept an ear out for trouble. It wasn’t hard, in fact it was how she was used to sleeping. A lifetime of fighting, of being on edge, made it hard to fall asleep deeper than that. 

What Phaedra didn’t tell Torin was that even her dreams seemed different from the ones he had talked about. It wasn’t just memories, it was also things she had no way of knowing happened, or things that she would be involved in. It seemed too strange to explain that sometimes she knew what to do because of her dreams. It wasn’t common, so it didn’t seem worth mentioning, but she also didn’t have any idea how to even explain it. He would understand, that was clear, and he might even know how to help her navigate it. At the very least he’d be understanding. But that was a secret Phaedra didn’t want to part with, mostly because it felt so pointless without lack of access to Seer training. 

Lying next to him was comforting though. She didn’t have to be so on guard and eventually fell asleep.








  
  
Chapter 4: Eldren




Merethyl had long since gone to bed, but Eldren found himself restless. So he went to the engineering lab to replace some of his mechanical creatures. 

Eldren typically carried different types of bugs with him into battle, ones that he made himself. They were all small, almost scorpion-like in nature, with different items affixed to the tails. Small ones with stingers and a vial of poison, others with a small blade that could easily cut through an Achilles heel as well as ropes and other things. One or two that could disable mechanical items as well, though those also came with a set of pinchers.

When he was done with that, he started working on a much more difficult type of bug. It didn’t hold poison; it held a bomb. Eldren hadn’t had time to perfect it before Aurelius came around as he was refining the design. But he had a feeling he would need it at some point and was also hoping to give the blueprint to Temple when done. 

His hands paused as he considered that. Is that such a good idea now? Eldren wasn’t sure. 

The lab door opened, and Eldren looked up to see Torin. Blinking, he could see he had worked through the night again and set the bug aside. “Hey. Phae asleep?”

“I didn’t want to disturb her.” Torin sat down. He was looking better, though the 5 o'clock shadow he wore made him look tired. 

“What can I do for you?”

“I want to ask about Phaedra.”

“She’s a friend. That’s it. We dated for three days when we were teens, and it was the most awkward thing I’ve ever experienced. She wouldn’t even hold my hand.”

Torin laughed. “Not what I meant, but I’ll keep that in mind.”

Eldren smiled to himself. “Well then what do you mean?”

“Phaedra really is like that isn’t she? It’s not a front or a passing whim. She’d be a natural leader, but she wants no part of it.”

“Well how do you think we met? No one in that band of kids wanted me, only Phae stuck by my side, though thick and thin. She has a way of finding people and dragging them along. And it’s not like any of us are mad about it. She just knows the ones who need it the most.”

“How’d you survive? I checked out the map of Laralas, you shouldn’t have made it.”

“That was Phae’s doing. She kept everyone’s morale up even as the food dwindled and we thought we couldn’t go on. She just knew there was something better in front of us if we kept going West. Even Demeter was irritated by it. But we followed, and she led us to Sanctuary, like she promised.” Eldren looked at him. “Neither of you have said much, but I knew that it wasn’t the end. That she was out there and trying to get back. I couldn’t just abandon her to her fate.”

“You look up to her.”

“We’re brothers in arms. Phae can be naïve, and brash, and dense, but she cares about people. And she’s going to do the right thing no matter what it takes. It’s an inspiration. If I had half the drive she did. . .” Eldren shook his head. Phae was an inspiration. And it was a valid question. She was a natural leader but had zero drive to do it, outside of the times she had chosen to take control. It drove Abraham crazy that she wanted nothing to do with Council, but Eldren understood. Especially after High Council betrayed them the way they did. If they all were like Abraham it might have been different, but Phae was stubborn and butted heads with Council too much to get much of anything done. 

Torin got up and wandered around, looking at the various pieces on display. “I only dabbled in engineering. It didn’t capture me the way magic did. I could do it, but it was tedious.”

“I can’t get enough of it. It’s so engrossing. I could spend all day here if Temple would let me.”

“What are your plans now? Go back to how things were?”

Eldren’s hands stilled. “I’ve been wondering about that. There’s so much to do, the four of us could waste our lives and never touch a thousandth of what there is to fix out there. I don’t want to just wash my hands of it. But my soul is tired.” He pushed the bug away. “I asked about the angels because I thought that would give me a nice change of pace. But I don’t know if my heart is in it.” Eldren looked at him. “What about you? We could use a magus with your skills pretty much anywhere here. I’m sure you’d have your pick of positions once Temple takes you in. But what now? What will you do?”

Eldren watched Torin’s face flow through emotions. “I want to do whatever Phaedra does.”

Eldren smiled to himself. “She’s got that effect on people.”


      ***Merethyl came by as Eldren was putting his stuff in his locker. “I thought we’d grab breakfast,” she said.

Eldren shut the door. “Sounds good.”

“Should we grab Phaedra and Torin?”

He thought about Torin’s face whenever Phaedra came up. “Nah. Let them be for now. It sucked for us but was so much worse for them. Give them a chance to be alone.”

The walk to the cafeteria was a pleasant stroll. Eldren was thrilled to see they were serving eggs, rice, and longanisa, typically reserved for Sundays and holidays. It was Eldren's favorite breakfast, and he enjoyed it more than he felt he should. 

He took his food, and they found a table, eating in companionable silence. It was comforting, spending time with Merethyl not doing anything involving life and death for a change. 

“What now?” Merethyl asked. 

“It’s funny, Torin came by with the same question.”

“It’s strange, isn’t it? It consumed so much of our lives. I feel like I have no purpose left.”

“That’s definitely going around. I know Orso wants us to take time off but there’s still so much to do.”

“There will be time to figure out our new places in the world later.”









