Chapter Thirteen

he earl had sat high in the timocracy; close enough to the emperor’s ear that

his vote had tipped the last election. Word of his death struck the capital

like a firework. Within hours the upper crust boiled over: silk-clad nobles
in private salons, wine glasses trembling in manicured hands; decrees barked from
marble balconies. The manhunt that followed dwarfed every previous sweep in living
memory. Local mercenaries mobilized first, donning the crests of their employers.
Then imperial centurions joined, orange and gold cloaks snapping in the wind.
Retired veterans were dragged from quiet farms and coastal retreats, joints creaking
under old armor. Contingents rode in from Mael, Ignis, Modale, Ashenforge,
Brimshard with the banners of neighboring towns fluttering beside the imperial
phoenix. Then at last the standing army received marching orders: find Ravan the
Great, and drag him to justice.

Meanwhile, Earl Rajashekar was provided an Imperial Hero’s funeral, and the
event held the air of a national holiday carved in solemn gold. His body rested on a
bier heaped with orange fire lilies, white daisies, and clusters of crimson fireberries
that gleamed beneath the early-winter suns. Soldiers and centurions in polished
bronze led the procession down Rivas’s main avenue. The timocracy’s most favored

concubines trailed behind, draped in jewels and gossamer silks the color of flame and
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night.

Drums rolled slow and deep. Incense smoke drifted in thick white ribbons. For
two days the body rested in the Temple of Saint Luella where candles flickered in
iron holders while mourners filed past in hushed lines. Then the tomb in the Hills of
Heroes swallowed him, the stone doors grinding shut to a final fanfare of horns.

Ravan watched from the slanted roof of the Forger’s Cottage Inn, high enough
that the parade looked like a glittering river far below. He crouched behind the
chimney stack, his hood low and the leather eye-patch cool against his temple. No
one glanced up; all eyes stayed on the bier. He let a thin smile tug beneath the shadow
of his cowl. In Arderé, wealth bought you the right to erase entire families without a
ripple. Poverty bought you a noose for the same crime. It didn’t matter though; Ravan
had one last task, and then he wouldn’t be around for much longer.

Suspicion had been gnawing at him for weeks. Captain Fadi had vanished from
every trail Ravan could follow. No red cloak in the streets, no armored silhouette
around the taverns Ravan frequented, no fresh boot prints near the estates he’d struck.
If the captain truly tracked him, Ravan should have glimpsed him by now. But he
hadn’t.

Quinn Forsythe troubled him more, who was supposedly the empire’s most
relentless bounty hunter. Ravan hadn’t seen this man since before he’d killed the
baron. No sightings in Bayhill, no quiet questions in back alleys, no shadow trailing
Ravan’s steps. Neither of these men should be so hard to spot. So when the last echoes
of the funeral horns faded and the crowds began to thin, Ravan descended the inn’s
rear wall and melted into the side streets to begin a deeper search.

Quinn’s flat sat above a narrow cobbler’s shop on the edge of Mael’s old quarter;
a modest brick structure where his room bore a single window overlooking the alley.
Inside, the man lived much like Ravan with a small bed which beheld a straw mattress
and quilted blanket, and a simple wooden desk which appeared like it could collapse
under a soft gust of wind. The man had no belongings to his name, and upon further

exploration, no family in the country.
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Meanwhile, Ravan discovered the captain had business connections with the
glassmith and the butchery in Rivas. Digging deeper revealed quiet transfers of coin
from the captain’s personal accounts to expand the glassworks across three provinces.
As the captain’s greatest investment, it appeared to be the best trail to follow.

One evening, when the town had settled into the soft orange glow of streetlamps
and hearth fires, Ravan moved. He slipped through the side gate of the glassmith’s
factory on the edge of Rivas, determined to uncover more clues.

The warehouse swallowed him whole. Rows of finished windows leaned against
walls like silent sentinels. Clear panes caught the firelight from outside, and stained-
glass panels threw fractured rainbows across the stone floor. Reds bled into purples,
golds into deep blues; beams crossed and recrossed until the air itself seemed to
shimmer. Mirrors stood propped in corners, reflecting the colors back in endless
repetition. Dishware gleamed on long tables, light fixtures hung half-assembled from
rafters. Custom pieces waited in crates: delicate figurines, etched lanterns, mosaic
panels taller than a man.

Ravan ventured farther into the building, watching and listening for anything out
of place. He stepped carefully, his boots rolling over scattered glass dust that glittered
like frost. The structure sighed with distant clinks of cooling metal and the faint
scrapes of settling frames ... or so he told himself. The sounds came too regularly,
too deliberate. His hand drifted to the hilt at his hip; steel whispered free, slow and
quiet. He moved deeper, eyes sweeping every flicker in the kaleidoscope light. The
colors danced across his vision—distracting, disorienting, especially with half his
world already dark. A shadow shifted at the edge of his sight. He spun too late.

Steel crashed against steel from the right. The parry came on instinct; the force
jolted up his arm. He didn’t need to see the face to know the stance, the soldier-form.

Captain Fadi.

No words. No pause. The second strike followed before the echo of the first died.
Blades met again, bright and blinding as they circled through the beams. Pink flashed

across Fadi’s cheek; violet streaked Ravan’s cloak. The stained-glass turned every
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movement into a prism of color, swords trailing rainbows like comet tails.

Captain Fadi fought dirty—dirty like Ravan, and perhaps even filthier. While he
didn’t cast fire, he cast metal and chips of glass. They exploded across the floor in
glittering waves. Ravan dodged and came back slashing. Fadi hurled a handful of
glass dust, and the sharp flecks stung like needles. Ravan answered with a flung scoop
of fine sand from a polishing tray; it clouded the air, catching light in a choking haze.

They pushed deeper into the factory until they reached the mural room where
walls lined floor to ceiling with towering stained-glass panels. The light inside was
alive, dizzying. Reds pulsed like heartbeats; baby-blues throbbed at the edges of
vision, flashing off the steel which swung left and right. For Ravan, the world
narrowed to one eye and a riot of color that threatened to swallow him.

Wrath burned clean and bright between them, hotter than any flame Ravan had
ever summoned. Blades locked, slid, locked again. They drove forward together, their
boots grinding shards, until their crossed swords slammed into the center mural
depicting a fairy forest pieced together in colorful segments. The scene shattered in a
deafening cascade of pink, blue, and green, exploding outward in a storm of sparkling
fragments.

They fought through the falling shards, steel ringing against steel amid the
glittering rain. Ravan pressed harder. Fadi’s eyes widened, and fear flickered behind
the discipline. He gave ground, retreating step by step, parrying more than striking.
When he broke for the wide loading doors, Ravan gave chase. But outside, the captain
was nowhere to be seen.

Ravan paused, breath steady, scanning rooftops and alleys. A scrape of boot
sounded on tile above him. He looked up, and spotted Fadi already moving across the
factory roof, his cloak flapping like a dark wing. Ravan scaled the building
framework in three pulls. He pursued across slate tiles, leaping tight gaps, the town
lights blurring below. Fadi sprinted ahead, sure-footed, until he reached the edge of a
smaller structure barely half the size of the warehouse. Without breaking stride, he

dropped through a narrow ventilation slit beneath the roof, and vanished inside.
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Ravan swooped in shortly after the captain, and burst through the first door he
spotted in the hallway. The room hit like a slap. Frigid air thick with iron and rot hung
heavy. Carcasses swayed overhead: beef sides, pork quarters, lambs, all hooked from
tendon and bone, their shadows stretching long across the frost-rimed floor. The sight
locked his lungs for a heartbeat. The same looming shapes, the same rancid odor, the
same steady drip. That ominous aura which had haunted Ravan for twelve years
slaving at the slaughterhouse.

He quickly snapped out of his stupor with the realization that this entire fight,
along with the venues, was a set-up the captain had been developing while Ravan had
been busy taking down the nobles. Adrenaline surged, hot and jagged, rage and terror
braided so tight he couldn’t tell them apart. His pulse hammered behind the eye-patch.
More surprises waited; he could feel them like the heated pressure of a forge. His best
play was to end this before the captain could use any new horrors against him.

Ravan drew his knife, his left hand steady despite the tremor, and crept between
the hanging bodies. Hooks creaked overhead. No footsteps, no breath but his own.
The captain had disappeared too cleanly, surely he was in here somewhere. Ravan
fought all flashbacks and memories of nightmares which involved similar scenes, and
he worked to focus on where the captain could be hiding. However, the room was
quiet and vacant. He reached a second door at the end, twisted the knob slow, cracked
it open. Beyond stood the darkness of an empty corridor. Too empty.

He pressed forward with shallow breath until double swinging doors loomed
ahead. He eased them apart with one boot. They opened to the butcher’s workshop.
Long tables scarred with use lined the room. Cleavers and boning knives were racked
on walls. Meat grinders sat silent in the corners. At the far end, Ravan eyed two shapes
slumped beside the cabinets, one slight and one smaller. His stomach lurched. The
cold of the locker vanished, and heat flooded his face. His good eye watered as his
heart slammed against his ribs like a trapped animal.

A subtle footfall came from behind, but it was too late to spin fully. He ducked,
and the blade clipped his cloak. He parried the follow-up, barely, steel ringing high.
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Fadi pressed, relentless. Ravan gave ground, parrying more than striking, his gaze
flicking to the slumped figures. Every swing failed to pull his focus away from the
blood, the silence, the small limp arms. Saws and knives flew from Fadi’s off-hand.
One sliced across Ravan’s forearm, another bit into the meat of his thumb. Blood
slicked his grip. Confidence bled out with it.

Captain Fadi drove him backward, step by step, toward the dark shapes. Closer
now. Glistening trails leaked from ragged throats. Ravan’s vision blurred with tears.
The knife slipped from his numb fingers and clattered to the floor. His sword trembled
in both hands. He finally reached the two figures.

Potato sacks. Rough burlap stuffed with straw, lamp oil seeping dark from slit
“throats.”

Rage ignited, pure and white-hot. Fadi had played the string again, and he’d been
successful. No, Ravan thought. He had almost been successful. He glared at the
captain through the tear in his glistening eye.

“You fool,” he snarled.

He lunged, and shoved the captain back. The man staggered. Ravan snatched the
dropped knife mid-stride. Blade met blade in a frenzy. Fadi faltered, surprised by the
sudden shift, the raw ferocity. Then he matched it. They fought like animals: elbows,
knees, shoulders slamming into sides. Cleavers hacked air. Swords rang off bone
Saws.

The fight spilled into the front of the shop—counters, stools, hanging scales.
Chairs toppled. Tables overturned. Ravan slammed Fadi against brick; Fadi ducked,
countered, drove Ravan into a wall. Blood smeared stone. The fight reached a point
where there was no skill displayed. No form or footwork, just two men swinging
sharpened steel like clubs. It held the quality of a couple of young boys playing
soldiers and pirates in their mother’s kitchen. There was an aura of ridiculousness
that could make a bystander laugh, if not for the frightening hatred which emanated
between the two foes.

Then a shadow moved at the edge of Ravan’s vision, just before he was
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broadsided with a wooden chair. He flew sideways, splinters spraying, and a table
collapsed under him. He hit the floor hard; breath punched out. A sword tip settled
against his throat. He narrowed his eye at the stranger; he was lean, dark-skinned,
black hair tied back, short beard framing a stoic face. Leather armor, minimal steel.

“You are grounded, out-manned, and wounded,” said Ravan’s new enemy. “A
wise man would yield.”

The very moment he spoke, Ravan knew it was Quinn Forsythe from Bayhill
Tavern. He connected the pieces instantly: these men were working together, which
explained why he couldn’t find either of them.

Ravan’s lips curled despite the steel at his windpipe. “’You speak as though I have
something to lose, sir. Do you really suppose I would embark on this mission without
first digging my own grave?”

Quinn’s brow lifted fractionally. “Regardless, it is my intention to bring you in
alive.”

Ravan’s grin sharpened. “And I intend to make you work for it.”

He batted the blade aside with his knife, rolled, and surged to his feet. Steel
flashed. Three bodies now: Fadi circling left, Quinn right. Ravan parried, struck,
parried again. Wounds burned, and his grip faltered. He held his own—barely—but
the room tilted, and fog bled at the edges of his sight. Behind him, streetlight gleamed
faint through a grimy window. He sheathed both blades in one motion, spun, and
charged. Glass exploded outward in a bright, shattering cascade, raining shards into
the alley. Ravan landed in a crouch, rolled, then scaled to the neighboring rooftop,

and vanished into the night.
={-o

Ravan limped back to the mausoleum under the cover of heavy shadows thrown by a

dim setting moon. Blood soaked through his torn sleeves, and the sharp sting of every
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cut was a reminder of how close he’d come to ending on a butcher’s floor before his
mission was complete. He barred the crypt door, lit a single candle, and worked in
silence. He cleaned gashes with alcohol that made his teeth grind, stitched what
needed stitching, and wrapped the rest in clean linen. The deeper wounds—those to
his pride and certainty—took longer. He sat against the cold stone wall until dawn,
replaying every feint, every missed parry, until the shame hardened into something
sharper.

Days passed in careful observation. Now that he knew Fadi and Quinn moved in
tandem, tracking them grew simpler. He trailed the bounty hunter first and performed
a deeper search of his simplistic flat. Quinn worked methodically. He’d sought out
old acquaintances of Ravan’s from the slaughterhouse: his old keeper and Ruslan. He
took notes in a small leather-bound book, much like Ravan. He’d also spoken with
the newly minted Earl Farzaad, who now wore his father’s rings and sat behind his
desk. He’d even secured clearance to the Records Center on the Rivas Centurion Base
to gather case reports on events tied to Ravan. This was all before they formally met
at the butcher’s shop, some of it even before they’d locked eyes in Bayhill Tavern.
Now, Quinn appeared to relax his hunt. The most effort he seemed to put into his
pursuit was loitering in a shadowed corner of Bayhill, perhaps waiting for Ravan to
make his habitual visit.

Ravan turned his attention to Captain Fadi, who was far more intriguing. His
usual routes at the barracks, glassworks, and butcher’s shop lay empty. His house
stood dark, shutters latched, hearth cold. Everyone was gone. The next morning’s
gazette confirmed it: Captain Fadi’s wife had succumbed to a sudden fever. The
children had been sent to a nameless destination while he prepared her for burial in
two days’ time. Ravan then figured perhaps the captain was spending most of his time
in the Temple of Luella, the traditional location for wakes and funerals.

That night, Ravan approached the iron temple. Spires stabbed the orange moonlit
sky, and stained-glass saints glowed faintly from within, casting fractured halos onto

mosaic flagstones. He moved with confidence, his body strong again. The tall double
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doors stood ajar. He slipped inside, rolling his steps to muffle the sound. Copper
columns rose like frozen flames; golden chairs arranged in intimate circles sat empty.
No worshipers knelt at the side altars. Only at the far end, before the chancel, did a
single figure kneel: Captain Fadi, his shoulders bowed over a mahogany casket, his
head bent in prayer.

Ravan advanced, soft-footed, breath measured. A thump echoed somewhere high
in the rafters—once, then nothing. He bolted behind a column and froze. The echo
faded like a held breath released. Settling timbers, he told himself. Old iron groaning.
He emerged from around the column, and continued his prowl toward the captain.
Silently, he drew his knife and prepared to handle his last claim of revenge quick and
smooth. He stepped right behind the captain and raised the knife high, sighting the
nape of the neck for a clean stroke.

His eye landed on the open casket—empty.

Another thump sounded, echoing.

The captain’s hand shot up, clamped Ravan’s wrist, and yanked. Ravan pitched
forward into the velvet-lined box. Before he could scramble out, Quinn emerged from
the shadows. With a wave of his hand, ice surged from nowhere. Frost roared over
Ravan’s skin with a searing cold that burned deeper than fire. It crawled up his arms,
legs, chest, locking his joints and freezing his lungs. The chill pressed inward, heavy
and lulling, whispering sleep. His eyelid drooped, and his thoughts slowed like honey
in winter. He clenched his teeth until his jaw ached, and his muscles screamed against
the crystalline cage. He knew if he let the drowsiness win, the dark would be
permanent.

Ravan felt himself lifted, and the temple’s vaulted ceiling passed over him in
slow, fractured arcs of fresco and shadow. His vessel settled, and then he was moving
again with the starry sky now twinkling above him. He imagined he was being taken
to the Rivas Jail before he would be transferred to the prison in Schol, the capital of
Arderé where the emperor’s palace was located.

Meanwhile, the cold smothered his fire. Heat bled from his core in feeble pulses.
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A hairline gap opened between skin and ice, but nothing more. Progress crawled;
exhaustion clawed. Yet, he fed the ember inside him, small and stubborn, refusing to
let the chill claim his consciousness. But at the rate the ice melted and the amount of
energy it took to create the heat, Ravan was skeptical of success at all, much less
soon.

The world tilted again, and the stars gave way to the familiar eaves of Firebrush
Manor, the white double doors gleaming under the awning like bared teeth. Of all
places, the bounty hunter had brought him home to the earl. They set him down in
the drawing room. Stillness wrapped around him, heavy as wet wool, dragging his
eyelid downward. Voices filtered in, muffled at first, then sharper.

“You had to kill him then, I take it,” came Farzaad.

“Not at all,” said Quinn. “I simply froze him; he’s only sleeping. You may defrost
him at any time you please to kill him yourself.”

Footsteps scuffled closer. Two faces loomed into view: Quinn’s sharp, wind-
burned features and Farzaad’s pale, triumphant grin. Ravan glanced back at the earl,
startling them both.

Quinn’s eyes narrowed. “What the—How’s that possible? He’s supposed to be
in a deep sleep!”

Farzaad’s laugh cracked the ice. “Relax, my friend! This is even better! He’s
awake and fully aware that he has lost the war!” He leaned closer, his breath fogging
the frost. “Can he hear me?”

“I couldn’t say for sure, no one’s ever been awake while in a deep freeze to be
able to tell us anything once they’re freed.”

Farzaad straightened. “Never mind that, hopefully he can hear me.” He turned to
his servants. “Hang him above the mantle in the dining room. I want it done before
supper!”’

“Yes, Don Farzaad.”

He turned back to Quinn. “It is a bit late to set sail tonight. Stay. I would be proud

to call you my guest of honor over supper. You may sleep here and head to port first

180



The Rise of Ravan the Great

thing in the morning.”

Hands gripped the ice again, rougher this time.

“I’d be grateful to partake in your hospitality, Don Farzaad,” Quinn replied.

Ravan was jolted through corridors, past tapestries and gilt frames. They carried
him into the dining hall, hoisted him high, and secured the frozen coffin with chains
and hooks above the grand fireplace. The careless way they handled him supported
his fight against succumbing to sleep, but once the task was completed, the struggle
was relentless yet again. The block settled with a dull clunk against stone, then the
men left without a backward glance.

Supper arrived soon after. Candles flickered; silver clinked. Farzaad feasted at
the head, laughing loud, gesturing up at the ice with his goblet. Mockery rolled off
his tongue in words Ravan couldn’t quite catch, but the tone cut clear. Every jeer fed
the ember inside him. He burned hotter, stole heat from the blaze in the hearth below
him. At length, he found that accessing his fire elemental abilities grew minutely
easier as he continued to use them. He focused on that thread of heat. Pushed. The ice
answered grudgingly. The change was so miniscule that it was hardly noticeable, but
he trusted it was there.

Ravan caught Quinn glancing up once, twice. His eyes lingered—wary—as
though he knew what Ravan was doing. Doubt crept back in. Fortunately, the earl
always seemed to mock him soon after, slapping the table and pointing again, and
Ravan’s strength was quickly restored.

Eventually the candles burned low, and conversation thinned. One by one the
guests rose, bowed to the earl, and filed out. Farzaad lingered longest, draining his
cup, then stood and gave the hanging block of ice a final, theatrical toast before
exiting down the corridor. The dining room fell quiet. Two wall sconces remained lit,
throwing weak amber pools across the tablecloth and the dark wood floor. Sentries
passed once, their lantern light sliding over Ravan’s prison without pause. Then
silence again.

The cold pressed deeper now that the voices were gone. His thoughts kept
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shifting sideways, soft and inviting. Sleep would be so easy, to just close his eye, and
let the weight win. He ground his teeth until he could taste blood, flexed fingers he
could barely feel, and tensed every muscle that would still answer. The effort burned
like sand in his arteries.

One of the sconces flickered. Ravan seized the tiny flame with his will, and
yanked. It leaped toward the banked fire beneath him. Embers answered with a soft
whoosh; orange light climbed the andirons. He pulled from the second sconce next.
The flame resisted, then surrendered, and he soaked in its energy. Darkness
swallowed that corner of the room.

The only light left was the growing blaze in the hearth. Heat rose in waves now—
real heat, not the thin tease of candles. Ravan drank it greedily, let it flood the hollows
inside him. For a moment the heaviness in his eyelid lifted. The world sharpened
again. Soon, he had wiggle room, and a puddle of water submerged his feet. Now that
he had finally received evidence of his progress, he had a little more hope and
motivation to keep trying and to continue fighting.

All night the fire beneath him roared at Ravan’s command. Flames licked higher
with every pull he made, heat surging into his veins like molten iron. By the time
faint gray light seeped through the curtains, he’d drained the hearth of its energy, and
there was enough room inside the ice cube to lean his head against the frosty wall.
His eyelid fluttered, heavy as an anvil and burning like a forge. He forced it open,
staring at the window until the servants arrived. They bustled in with kindling and
tapers, and relit the sconces and fireplace. With the renewed flames in the room,
Ravan continued to melt his prison. He even took heat from the servants themselves
as they prepared the table for breakfast, catching shivers while they worked.

One maid hugged her arms to her chest. “Brrr, it’s freezing in here!”

Another glanced upward, teeth chattering. “Must be the giant ice cube they
cleverly hanged above the hearth.”

They hurried through setting the silver and plates, breath fogging in short bursts,

then fled the room. Alone again, Ravan pulled harder from the renewed hearth. Water
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sloshed past his ankles now, cold and slick against his boots. The world beyond the
thinning ice sharpened into focus: carved chair backs, crystal goblets catching the
morning light. Noon, he told himself. He would break out before noon.

The family and guests filed in soon after, settling into their places with yawns
and murmurs. Farzaad sat at the head, gesturing grandly. Ravan reached for the heat
in the steaming porridge, the sizzling bacon, and the hot tea to work alongside the
energy he pulled from the fireplace—all the heat he could possibly obtain to melt his
prison.

An older woman winced, dropping her roll. “This food is frozen solid.”

The elderly man beside her frowned. “What is this? Are the servants talentless?”

“Do accept my apologies,” said the earl as he held his hands over the table. “I’1l
heat the food for us this morning, and address whoever’s at fault in the kitchen once
we’re finished.”

Ravan pulled next from the guests. Shivers rippled down the table like a chilled
wind.

A younger man clutched his robe tighter. “There’s no need to take the heat from
us to do so.”

The earl was flustered. “I was not, I'm cold now too.” He turned to a servant girl
hovering nearby, arms wrapped around herself. “Have we hired a new servant
recently? A mischievous imp, perhaps?”

She shook her head. “No, sir. It was already bitter when we prepared the room.”

The fire in the hearth wavered, then died. Lamps snuffed out. Darkness fell.
Except for the glint of steel—Quinn’s sword sliding free with a soft hiss.

“What in the dark blazes—" Farzaad growled.

Ravan gathered every scrap of heat he could reach—fire, bodies, the last dying
embers—and forced it inward. The ice shuddered. Cracks veined outward. Vibration
built to a roar. Suddenly, the block tumbled forward and crashed with a shattering
BOOM. Shards of ice exploded across the table, sizzling into puddles. Ravan landed

in the center, his wet cloak steaming, the chains slipping off his back. Mist curled
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from his plastered hair like smoke.

Silence gripped the room. No one moved. Breaths held. Eyes grew wide as
everyone stood mortified by the incredible display of power which Ravan had
demonstrated.

He straightened slowly. Exhaustion clawed at his bones, but he let the terror in
their faces steady him, and worked it to his advantage.

“I am going to walk off this estate,” he rasped, “and no one is going to stop me.”

He waited a breath to see if anyone would challenge him. Farzaad’s gaze flicked
to Quinn, beckoning, urgent. Quinn shook his head once, lips forming the silent
words: We’ll talk.

Ravan hopped down from the table. Marched past them. Through the double
doors. Into the courtyard.

A mounted sentry stared as recognition hit like a slap. Ravan waved dismissively
at him.

“Oft.”

The sentry froze as though /e was now in a block of ice.

Ravan ripped his sword from its scabbard. “Off!”’

The sentry scrambled down, hands high. Ravan sheathed, swung into the saddle,
and spurred hard. The horse bolted through the gates. Wind tore at him. Hooves
pounded. He gripped the reins, teeth gritted against blackout. The ride blurred—trees,
road, buildings—until the mausoleum rose ahead. Once he arrived, Ravan slapped
the horse’s rump so it galloped off without giving away his sanctuary. He forced the
heavy doors open and barricaded them. The musty air hit him with the scents of soil,
stone, and old death. He stumbled down the steps into the damp dark, and collapsed

on the lower level’s cold floor. The world went black before his head hit the marble.
={—o
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Ravan woke to darkness and the taste of stone dust on his tongue. Days had passed.
He knew it by the hollow ache in his stomach, and the way his muscles had atrophied
into strings. When he tried to rise, his knees buckled like dry reeds. He lay still for a
long moment, his breath shallow, then rolled onto his front. The stairs to the upper
level loomed, Each pull forward sent fire through his shoulders and ribs. Fingers
scraped stone; knees dragged; breath came in wet rasps. Halfway up he paused, sweat
stinging the scar beneath the eye-patch. When he reached the doors he collapsed
again, chest heaving, listening to his own ragged pulse.

He released the bar, then braced both palms against the iron and pushed. Sunlight
shot in, bright and merciless. Ravan turned his face to it and drank the warmth. Heat
seeped into his skin, into his blood, coaxing the ember inside him back to life. Just
enough.

He continued to crawl. The cemetery path was short, but every inch felt like
miles. Beyond the last row of sarcophagi, a narrow stream glinted. He reached the
bank, lowered his face, and lapped like a wounded dog. Water slid cool down his
throat until nausea rose; he rolled onto his back and let the sun pour over him again.
Only then did caution return. He scanned the treeline, the distant rooftops. Empty. No
patrol, no shadow, no glint of steel. Luck, for once.

He drank more. Then he stood slowly, swaying. He staggered into the nearest
yard where a dragon-fruit tree drooped heavy with magenta globes. He plucked three,
split one with his knife, and ate the white flesh in quick, greedy bites. The sword at
his hip dragged like an anchor, and he adjusted the baldric twice before moving on.
With his hood up and eye-patch hidden in shadow, he made his way to Mael Back
Bay by Southern sundown. The crier’s stall still stood near the shoreline.

“Today’s gazette,” Ravan said, voice rough.

The man handed it over. “One piece.”

Ravan paid, then paused to look at the date. He’d been asleep for a week. “Do
you have any spare copies from the last few days?”

The crier rummaged behind his crate and produced two wrinkled sheets. “Here.
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Keep ’em.”

Ravan paid the man anyway. “I appreciate it.”

He brought the gazettes to a new tavern; a dim and unfamiliar place called The
Molten Mug. There he claimed a corner table beneath the colorful lantern light,
ordered stew and a toddy, and spread the papers out in front of him. The newer sheet
carried an updated sketch of Ravan, which now included his eye-patch stark against
the scar. The bounty remained unchanged, but he still kept his head low.

The older issues held accounts of the night of his escape. One was pieced together
from servants’ gossip which described the breakfast: the sudden cold, food freezing
on plates, lamps snuffed out. Then the ice exploding, Ravan dropping to the table in
a cloud of steam. Another fragment quoted Quinn: the freeze should have induced
instant, unbreakable slumber. No one had ever remained conscious inside, let alone
shattered the block from within. The bounty hunter’s theory appeared in stark print:
Only a rare elemental with the ability to wield lightning could have drawn enough
external energy to break free.

Ravan folded the page slowly. Lightning. He almost laughed. He’d been eleven
years old before even fire answered his call. Those who were only half fire elemental
like him rarely possessed such higher talent. Pure fire elementals spent lifetimes
chasing that peak and failed. No, he’d simply refused to sleep. Refused to die. Still,
the words pleased him. Quinn was worried.

He ate quickly, left a couple pieces on the table, and slipped out before anyone
looked too long at the hooded man in the corner. He found another mausoleum,
smaller and farther from the road, and made it his new camp. Inside, he lit one candle
and opened his journal to thumb through pages until Fadi’s name appeared. Butcher.
Glassmith. Innkeeper. Noble connections. Family in the United Empires: Olive Bay
and Farstead in the Artliss province. The house in Rivas now belonged to strangers.
The captain had vanished cleanly. Ravan closed the journal. There was no need to
check manifests. Fadi had fled to his extended family.

Two days later a ship bound for Artliss accepted his passage. Before boarding,
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he walked to the small grave of his wife and child beside the old ruins of his home
where the marker was now half-hidden by ivy. He knelt a long time, palm flat on the
turn in the soil, saying nothing. Then he rose, shouldered his pack, and made for port.
The ship slipped her moorings at dawn. Arderé fell away behind the wake: copper
domes, smoke trails, the distant spires of Rivas shrinking to lines on the horizon.

For the first time in years, Ravan felt the knot in his chest loosen fractionally. No
more running. No more shadows. Only open sea, salt wind, and the promise of the
final name crossed off his list. He stood at the gunwale each morning, eye-patch
turned to the sun, letting the voyage scour the last of the ice from his bones. Revenge
waited across the water, clean, close, and inevitable.

Soon.
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